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ABSTRACT
This study investigated the pro-slavery rhetoric of 
selected Presbyterian ministers in the antebellum South from 
1843 to 1861. The first half of the Nineteenth Century was 
marked by significant social, political, and religious events 
to which Southern Evangelical Protestantism (i.e., Baptists, 
Methodists, and Presbyterians) was forced to respond.
Representative of Southern Evangelical Protestantism, 
Presbyterian clergy had a reputation for education, 
influence, and pulpit eloquence. As evidence of their 
puissance and persuasion, the sermons in this study were 
circulated in print, most of them at the request of the local 
communities and newspapers of the day.
A synthesis of two methodologies was used in this 
research. First, the rhetorical situation as proposed by 
Lloyd Bitzer provided a context within which the religious 
utterances took place. Examining the exigence, constraints, 
and audience(s) rendered greater insights and understanding 
of the rhetorical choices made by southern pro-slavery 
clerics. Due to the general cultural homogeneity of the 
antebellum South, the constituent element of "audience" was 
expanded into Bitzer's broader concept of "public." This 
afforded a description of the people of the Old South who 
comprised the audiences to whom the sermons were delivered.
vi
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Second, stasis theory allowed the research to focus upon 
the key issues which were of greatest concern to the pro­
slavery clergy. Examining the staseis of the sermons proved 
to be useful in analyzing the defensive rhetoric of the pro­
slavery position, identifying the points of contention 
between the North and the South in reference to slavery, and 
discovering the lines of counterargument used by the southern 
clerics in response to the perceived Abolitionist attacks.
To defend slavery was to defend the very essence of the 
southern way of life. Religion and its spokesmen held the 
responsibility of infusing the southern culture with the 
moral strength of divine support, thereby confirming southern 
values and solidifying the southern position.
vii




In the first half of the nineteenth century, few 
subjects aroused so much emotion as the topic of slavery.1 
It is difficult today to understand how one would defend a 
system so morally repugnant. However, to the antebellum 
southerner, slavery was not only defensible, it was 
necessary. The large plantations in the South were heavily 
labor-intensive, and could not operate profitably apart from 
slavery. Perhaps even more fearfully contemplated by the 
average southerner, as well as the large landowners, was the 
thought of the slave population suddenly turned into 
freedmen, equal before the law with their former masters and 
with the southern populace as a whole. Therefore, when 
sectional conflict, political frustrations, and the northern
1 E. N. Elliott, Cotton Is King, and Pro-Slavery 
Arguments (Augusta, GA: Pritchard, Abbott & Loomis, 1860) 
iii-xv.
1
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Abolitionist attacks upon the South's "peculiar institution"
all challenged the continuation of slavery, the massive
assault produced an exigence that could not go unanswered by
the South. In reaction to the radical Abolitionists, the
South defended its society and culture, and began to
systematize its pro-slavery ideology. William S. Jenkins has
expressed the South's response well:
[T]he Southern mind was absorbed in making a 
defense of slavery. The whole Southern
civilization, which had many distinctive features 
as a way of life, was so completely identified 
with slavery as to make its very existence seem to 
depend upon the defense of that institution.2
Eric McKitrick has suggested that "nothing is more 
susceptible to oblivion them an argument, however ingenious, 
that has been discredited by events,"3 and no better example 
of that exists than the pro-slavery arguments of the 
antebellum South. Though the Civil War and emancipation 
rendered the issue of slavery moot, the pro-slavery position 
has remained nonetheless ingenious and intriguing. As a part 
of the unique milieu produced and nurtured by the antebellum 
South, slavery became the distinctive entity around which 
secular institutions and religion rallied. "Southern 
religion helped the South to delineate and justify its 
special features . . . .  The secular environment, in turn,
2 William Sumner Jenkins, Pro-Slavery Thought in the Old 
South (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1935) vii.
3 Eric L. McKitrick, Slavery Defended: The Views of the 
Old South (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963) 
1.
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shaped religious attitudes and doctrines, leading Southern 
clerics to emphasize conservative theology buttressed by 
Biblical literalism."4
The pro-slavery arguments were not put to rest by the 
North's victory on the battle field. Many of the same 
arguments resurfaced in the decades after the Civil War, with 
the major difference being that the former defense of slavery 
was now transformed into a justification of segregation. So 
persistent were those segregationist arguments that they
continued into the mid-1950s, when southern apologists
resurrected the same ideas to resist integration. Thus the 
ideas have possessed a life of their own, independent of the 
cause for whose defense they were created. That very 
persistence suggests that they are an important part of the 
South's intellectual history, and deserve attention.
Purpose and Significance of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the rhetorical 
defense of slavery as presented in the sermons of selected 
pro-slavery Presbyterian ministers. Given the role of the 
clergy as a part of the establishment in the antebellum
South, it comes as no surprise that they were active in
4 Edward Riley Crowther, "Southern Protestants, Slavery 
and Secession: A Study in Religious Ideology, 1830-1861," 
diss., Auburn U, 1986, 1-2.
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promoting the pro-slavery cause, and previous studies have 
examined the clergy's apologia in general terms. 
Furthermore, it is possible to anticipate the arguments that 
they might have used. However, there has been no systematic 
investigation of the clergy's defense of slavery from a 
rhetorical perspective, certainly not at the level of 
individual denominations. The present study examines the 
rhetorical strategies of one Protestant denomination, the 
southern Presbyterian church, in the defense of slavery. It 
seeks to answer the following questions: What arguments did
the southern Presbyterian clergy offer their listeners? Did 
the nature of those arguments change as the South moved 
closer to the "irrepressible conflict?" If there was change, 
what was the nature of the change and does it tell us 
anything about the pro-slavery apologists as a group?
Expressed in terms of argumentation theory, the southern 
pro-slavery apologists as a whole were engaged in a debate 
with the Abolitionists over a proposition of policy that 
called for an end to slavery. In that debate, the 
Abolitionists were the advocates of change and the 
southerners the opponents of change. To answer the research 
questions posed above requires a methodology that will place 
the clergy in a historical context which allows the 
researcher to identify the parameters, created by both the 
advocates of change and by southern society, which shaped the 
pro-slavery arguments. To achieve that objective, this study
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
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will use Lloyd Bitzer's "rhetorical situation" to reconstruct 
the exigences and constraints that produced the contest over 
slavery.
However, in examining the clerics' discourse, a 
principal objective is to identify and evaluate the primary 
lines of argument offered by the ministers, and Bitzer's 
rhetorical situation does not provide a method to achieve 
that goal. Therefore, stasis theory will be used to analyze 
the speech texts. The concept of stasis is particularly 
suited to the purposes of the present investigation, because 
the system was originally developed to permit speakers to 
determine the strongest possible points of attack against an 
opponent's case. As the fuller discussion of the methodology 
later in this chapter will demonstrate, stasis theory not 
only permits the critic to identify and categorize a 
speaker's lines of argument, but it also permits the 
investigator to rank the arguments in their order of 
strength, and thereby draw some conclusions about the 
effectiveness of an advocate's case. In other words, stasis 
theory allows the investigator to get within the mind of the 
apologists.
At least two reasons justify such a study. The first 
was the powerful role played by the clergy in shaping public 
thought. In The Oral Tradition in the South. Waldo Braden 
argued that one of the important factors in the development
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
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of the South's oral tradition was religion.4 Alexis de 
Tocqueville observed that religion in America and its 
clergymen regulated the community by their power over manners 
and morals. Religion was the "foremost of the political 
institutions of the country."6 The clergy had a distinct 
place of honor in the southern society and a marked influence 
upon the southerner. They saw themselves as the trustees of 
the religious and moral purity of the southern people and 
believed it their duty to concern themselves with issues and 
problems relating to the southern social order. In a region 
where evangelical commitment was widespread and intense, the 
authority of the southern minister was virtually unrivaled.7 
Drew Gilpin Faust suggests that "preachers possessed in their 
weekly sermons one of the most effective and influential 
means of reaching the southern population.1,8 From the first 
signs of Abolitionist encroachment, southern antebellum 
clergy served as a clarion of warning and defense against
5 Waldo W. Braden, Oral Tradition 22-43.
6 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. 
Henry Reeve (New York: Oxford UP, 1946) 313-20.
7 James Oscar Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy:
James Henley Thornwell and the Synthesis of Southern Values 
(Macon, GA: Mercer UP, 1986) 1-41. Thomas E. Watson, ed., 
The South in the Building of the Nation 12 vols. (Richmond:
The Southern Publication Society, 1909) 9: 128-57. Anne C.
Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order. 1800- 
1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP,1980) ix.
8 Drew Gilpin Faust, The Creation of Confederate
Nationalism: Ideology and Identity in the Civil War South
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1988) 22.
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northern intrusion and attack. By examining the pulpit 
orations of pro-slavery ministers, it should be possible to 
expand our understanding of the rhetorical techniques by 
which they presented their ideas.
Secondly, the study is justified by the absence of 
detailed studies of the rhetorical practices of the southern 
clergy as pro-slavery advocates. In The History of Southern 
Oratory Benjamin Riley asserted, "In no sphere of southern 
oratory has there been a more meritorious display of the art 
than in the pulpit."9 Yet, in spite of such commendations, 
though research exists on certain antebellum ministers, 
little has been done to evaluate the particular rhetorical 
characteristics of Old South preachers, specifically southern 
Presbyterians. Given the prominence and influence held by 
the clergy of the Old South, an analysis of pro-slavery 
sermons by Presbyterian preachers would provide the sort of 
detailed study that could eventually be synthesized into a 
definitive picture of the clergy's rhetoric in defense of 
slavery.
9 Benjamin F. Riley, "The Pulpit Oratory of the South, 
The History of Southern Oratory, vol. 9 of The South in the 
Building of a Nation, ed. Thomas E. Watson, 12 vols. 
(Richmond: The Southern Publication Society, 1909) 128. See 
also: Waldo W. Braden, Oral Tradition; Drew Gilpin Faust,
Confederate Nationalism: and Anne C. Loveland, Southern
Evangelicals and the Social Order. 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State U P, 1980).
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Finally, this study should increase our understanding of 
the phrase "rhetoric of desperation"10 a phrase that was 
created by Ralph Eubanks to characterize southern public 
address during the half decade or so that preceded the Civil 
War. Most rhetorical studies of the period have focused on 
deliberative speaking in a secular context. By examining the 
rhetoric of the clergy, this investigation will expand our 
knowledge of the rhetoric of that turbulent period in 
American history.
Methodology and Procedure
Two methodological possibilities which might be 
considered as means of analysis for this type of 
investigation are movement studies and power theory. Studies 
of rhetorical movements, according to Leland Griffin, attempt 
to isolate, evaluate, and describe the pattern of public 
discussion and discourse peculiar to a historical movement. 
The investigation focuses upon "the rhetorical pattern 
inherent in the movement . . . . Theories of power
examine the rhetoric and rhetorical strategies employed by
10 Ralph T. Eubanks used this phrase to describe the 
rhetoric of the antebellum South in an essay published in 
Waldo Braden's Oratory in the Old South.
11 Leland M. Griffin, "The Rhetoric of Historical 
Movements," Quarterly Journal of Speech 38 (1952): 188.
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leaders and spokesmen of the establishment which enable them 
to maintain social control.12 However, because southern 
Presbyterian ministers did not consciously band together in 
any unified cooperative effort to present an organized pro­
slavery position or front, a movement study did not seem to 
be appropriate, since the primary strand binding the clerical 
apologists together was a common stock of arguments. 
Similarly, the lack of unified structure and established 
organization in their defensive efforts appears to extend the 
parameters for which power theory is intended. Thus, these 
two methodologies were rejected.
As noted above, two methodologies are employed in this 
dissertation: (1) a reconstruction of the rhetorical
situation as proposed by Lloyd Bitzer, and (2) an analysis of 
stasis (point of issue) within the selected sermons. The 
reconstruction of the rhetorical situation provides a general 
rhetorical/historical context within which the religious 
utterances took place and lays the groundwork for an 
examination of the specific sermon texts. The use of stasis 
enables the researcher to identify what the speakers 
considered to be the crucial points that must be settled in 
order to reach a decision about the matter under discussion. 
Such a determination is a necessary prologue to analyzing and
12 See John R. P. French, Jr. and Bertram Raven, "The 
Bases of Social Power," Group Dynamics: Research and Theory,
Eds. Dorwin Cartwright and Alvin Zander, 2nd ed. (Evanston, 
IL: Row, Peterson, 1962); also King, Power & Communication;
Bowers and Ochs, The Rhetoric of Agitation and Control.
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evaluating the arguments used to support a position. An 
analysis of the staseis (plural of stasis) used in the 
selected sermons enables the researcher to focus on the basic 
stock of ideas to which the Presbyterian pro-slavery clergy 
appealed. Furthermore, the fact that the staseis can be 
ranked in an order of strength allows the critic to make 
judgments about the clergy's rhetorical strategy over the 
period of time covered in this study.
In 1968, Lloyd Bitzer first proposed his situational 
paradigm in the article "The Rhetorical Situation," which 
appeared in Philosophy and Rhetoric. In this landmark 
article Bitzer offered three constituents of his situational 
model: exigence, audience, and constraints.13
According to Bitzer, an exigence is a problem at hand 
that urgently requires attention and amelioration, "an 
imperfection marked by urgency." However, not all exigences 
are rhetorical. An exigence that cannot be modified by 
discourse, or can only be modified by means other than 
discourse, is not rhetorical. An exigence is rhetorical only 
when positive modification is possible and requires discourse 
to bring it about. The audience in a rhetorical situation is 
more than those having access to the message. The rhetorical 
audience "consists only of those persons who are capable of 
being influenced by discourse and of being mediators of
13 Lloyd Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy 
and Rhetoric 1 (Winter 1968): 6.
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change." Those capable of being influenced have an interest 
in the exigence and its resolution. The constraints on a 
rhetorical situation consist of persons, events, objects, and 
relations that dictate and control decision and active 
response needed to alter the exigence. A rhetorical 
situation, then, is a complex of exigence, audience, and 
constraints coalescing to call for a fitting rhetorical 
response.14
As a rhetorical tool, stasis theory was developed most 
fully during the Hellenistic period of Greek rhetoric and by 
the Roman rhetoricians. The word stasis first appears in 
connection with the efforts of the seventh-century BC Greek 
communities to throw off the domination of the aristocrats 
and establish true democracies. That period of Greek history 
was characterized by a struggle between the aristocracy and 
an emerging middle class. The contest was labelled stasis. 
and the word appears to have meant something like "strife." 
Aristotle was the first to apply stasis theory to rhetoric. 
In his treatise, Rhetoric, he suggested four distinct avenues 
of reasoning that could lead the orator to the significant 
point at issue in a legal argument.15 During the Hellenistic 
period, no new main types of stasis were added to the four 
originally suggested by Aristotle. However, Hermagoras of
14 Bitzer 6-8.
15 Aristotle, The Rhetoric and the Poetics of Aristotle, 
trans. W. Rhys Roberts (New York: Random House, 1954) 211.
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Temnos and his successors further developed stasis theory by 
producing a myriad of sub-categories under the four primary 
staseis.16 Though the application and adaptation of stasis 
theory continued through the Hellenistic period, Cicero and 
Quintilian are credited with re-establishing stasis theory 
and making it a centerpiece of invention in Roman rhetoric. 
The most thorough exposition of stasis theory which has 
emerged from ancient times is On Stases by Hermogenes of 
Tarsus. According to Ray Nadeau, however, Hermogenes1 
treatise was merely a practical revision of Hermagoras' 
work.17
Modern students of rhetoric have contributed two 
emphases to the use of stasis. The first is a recognition 
that stasis theory can be applied to the analysis of all 
varieties of discourse. Stasis theory was originally a 
technique developed to help litigants determine the key 
issues in a forensic speech, that is, a speech to be 
delivered in a court case, and most of the discussion of 
stasis by both Greek and Roman rhetoricians occurs in the 
context of courtroom speeches. However, both Cicero and 
Quintilian allude to a broader application of stasis that 
would include all forms of oratory. In De Inventione Cicero
16 Ray Nadeau, "Some Aristotelian and Stoic Influences 
on the Theory of Stases," Speech Monographs 26 (1959): 248- 
49.
17 Ray Nadeau, "Classical Systems of Stases in Greek: 
Hermagoras to Hermogenes," Greek. Roman and Byzantine Studies 
2 (1959): 70-71.
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asserts that "Every speech whether epideictic, deliberative
or forensic must turn on one or more of the 'issues'
described in the first book."18 Ke further notes in the
same passage that,
[A]t present I shall concern myself in explaining 
controversies with the class of speech delivered 
in courts of law and the rules applying to them;
many of these rules can with no difficulty be
transferred to other kinds of speeches, too, which 
involve a similar controversy.19
Nowhere in the passage does Cicero use the term status, the
Latin counterpart to the Greek stasis; indeed, the early part
of the discussion seems, on first reading, to be talking
about the common topics that Aristotle assigned to the three
types of speeches. However, in the discussion that follows
the quoted passage, Cicero uses the Latin names for the four
standard staseis (for example, he begins by discussing the
constitutio coniecturalis, the standard term that Latin
rhetoricians used to refer to the stasis of fact).
Therefore, it seems clear that he intends to suggest that the
four staseis can be properly applied to all forms of oratory.
Similarly, Quintilian clearly indicates the applicability of
stasis to all forms of speeches. He notes,
Since every cause, then, has a certain essential 
basis on which it rests, before I proceed to set 
forth how each kind of cause should be handled, I
think I should first examine a question that is 
common to all of them, namely, what is meant by
18 Marcus Tullius Cicero, De Inventione, trans. H. M. 
Hubbell (Cambridge: Harvard U P, 1949) 177.
19 Cicero 177.
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basis, whence it is derived and how many and of 
what nature such bases may be. Some, it is true, 
have thought that they were peculiar merely to 
forensic themes, but their ignorance will stand 
revealed when I have treated of all three kinds of 
oratory.20
The word here translated basis is the Latin word status, 
which, as Quintilian himself later notes in this same 
passage, is what the Greeks call stasis. The passage makes 
it quite clear that Quintilian intends for stasis to be a 
tool that can be applied to find the central issue(s) in all 
kinds of oratory.
Pursuing the suggestions of Cicero and Quintilian, 
present-day critics have argued for the applicability of the 
system in analyzing types of speaking other than those which 
occur in legal settings. Leo Hultzen has concluded that 
stasis can be applied to deliberative speaking, though not in 
terms of the four staseis of the Greek rhetoricians. 
Instead, he substitutes the four staseis of ill, 
reformability, remedy, and cost in the place of the classical 
staseis.21
George Kennedy also concludes that stasis can be applied 
to deliberative speeches. Recognizing that classical stasis 
theory was created as a means of preparing for courtroom 
speeches, Kennedy concludes that "Ordinary deliberative and
20 Quintilian, Institutio Oratoria, trans. H. E. Butler, 
4 vols. (Cambridge: Harvard U P, 1953) 1: 407-9.
21 Leo Hultzen, "Status in Deliberative Analysis," The 
Rhetorical Idiom, ed. Donald Bryant (Ithica, NY: Cornell
U P, 1958) 109-110.
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epideictic do not exhibit stasis in the strict sense, since 
they do not necessarily imply an opponent."22 However, he
goes on to say that it would be appropriate to apply stasis 
theory to deliberative oratory if it is assumed that the 
speaker imagines himself debating with an unnamed opponent, 
and that the debate involves issues for which stasis theory 
is an appropriate form of analysis.23
Lawrence J. Prelli argues for an even more comprehensive 
application of stasis theory. According to Prelli, stasis 
theory can be applied to any specie of rhetoric. He suggests 
that,
"Ameliorating a rhetorical exigence will entail 
taking a 'stand' or 'stands’ toward the problem(s) 
the exigence presents. In this sense, all 
rhetorical situations will contain points of 
stasis —  issues —  that require resolving 
rhetoric.24
The purpose of stasis theory is to enable one to "locate the 
key issues in a given case or set of circumstances."25 As 
applied to rhetoric, stasis is "a point in controversy which 
acts as a focus or center for opposing contentions."26
22 George Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton U P, 1963) 311.
23 Kennedy 311.
24 Prelli 46.
26 Ray Nadeau, "Hermogenes1 On Stases: A Translation with 
an Introduction and Notes," Speech Monographs 31 (Nov. 1964): 
367.
26 Ray Nadeau, "Hermogenes on Stack Issues in 
Deliberative Speaking," Speech Monographs 25 (1958): 59.
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Prelli contends that "stasis points need to be searched out 
systematically."27 Isolating the central points of
contention enables identification of what arguments would be 
most appropriate to the specific issue(s). Furthermore, by 
discovering the staseis the researcher is able to determine 
the significant issues of contention upon which the rhetor 
believed the audience's decision should hinge. Determining 
the staseis indicates what the orator believed to be the most 
advantageous line of argument.28
The rationale provided by either Kennedy or Prelli 
justifies the application of stasis theory to the sermons 
analyzed in this study. Using Kennedy's position, one might 
conclude that when the ministers venture into the subject of 
slavery and its defense, their sermons become deliberative in 
nature because they were discussing policy. Furthermore, 
their sermons were clearly defensive responses to the 
rhetorical attacks made by Abolitionists. Thus, Kennedy's 
grounds for applying stasis theory to deliberative oratory 
become applicable to the passages within the sermons that 
defend slavery. Of course, Prelli's even broader view that 
makes stasis a suitable tool for analyzing all species of 
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A second contribution of present-day scholarship is the 
suitability of the four staseis found in almost all
discussions of the subject in antiquity. In book III of his 
Institutio Oratoria. Quintilian provides an extensive review 
of the number of staseis identified by classical writers.29 
While noting that some rhetoricians developed rather large 
numbers of staseis, he concludes that a majority of
authorities, along with himself, had followed the lead of 
Cicero in advocating the four staseis of fact, definition, 
quality, and objection. While Prelli introduces staseis that 
are particular to a subject field, he also retains the idea 
of "general staseis" in the sense that they can be applied to 
all subjects, regardless of the particular field of knowledge 
to which the subject belongs.30
Therefore, the four standard classical staseis are used 
in analyzing the key arguments within the pro-slavery sermons 
chosen for this research. Those four staseis are: fact,
definition, quality, and objection, which are consistent
among all of the Greek and Roman rhetoricians who discuss 
stasis theory. Later theories of stasis became very 
elaborate and complex in their subdivision of stasis, but 
these four staseis remained the primary ones used throughout 
classical times and form the core of stasis theory. Nadeau 
notes that despite the Hellenistic and Roman revisions to the
29 Quintilian III, sections v-vi, 397-463.
30 Prelli 50-58.
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 8
system of stasis, the four major staseis remain practical, 
useful, and current. Basically, they are the same four 
staseis used by Aristotle, Hermagoras, Cicero and Quintilian, 
and are still viable tools of analysis for contemporary 
scholars.31
The particular texts examined in this study were 
selected for four reasons. First, of the major religious 
denominations in the South, southern Presbyterian ministers 
as a group provided the most complete sermon texts the 
researcher was able to locate. Second, because of the 
Presbyterian clerical reputation for education, culture, and 
influence in the South,32 and the emergence of the southern 
Presbyterian minister as a conspicuous pulpit orator in the 
nineteenth century,33 Presbyterian preachers served as 
articulate spokesmen for the South. Consequently, a number 
of their pro-slavery sermons were preserved in Presbyterian 
archives and anthologies. Third, restricting this study to 
the southern Presbyterian clergy and their pro-slavery 
sermons makes it possible to be more specific in the analysis 
of the rhetorical situation and of the sermons themselves. 
Finally, each of these sermons is significant to pro-slavery
31 Nadeau "Classical Systems of Stasis." 66-67, 70-71. 
See also Prelli 44-61, 144-84 and Kennedy 306-14.
32 Farmer 1-16. Crowther 10.
33 Riley 129.
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ideology in that all are referred to and cited in modern 
secondary works on pro-slavery thought.34
The eight ministers whose sermons are analyzed in this 
research are: James H. Thornwell, Benjamin M. Palmer, John
T. Hendrick, Joseph R. Wilson, Ferdinand Jacobs, Frederick A. 
Ross, Samuel J. Cassells, and W. T. Hamilton. The pro­
slavery positions and arguments of these men were well-known 
and broadly published in newspapers, pamphlets, and 
periodicals throughout the South from 1843 to 1861. The 
specific sermons examined in this dissertation include:
(1) "Servitude, and the Duty of Masters to Their 
Servants" by Rev. Samuel J. Cassells (1843);
(2) "The Duties of Masters and Slaves Respectively: 
or, Domestic Servitude as Sanctioned by the Bible" 
by Rev. W. T. Hamilton (1844);
34 See Charles C. Bishop, "The Pro-Slavery Argument 
Reconsidered: James Henley Thornwell, Millennial
Abolitionist," The South Carolina Historical Magazine 73 
(1972): 18-26; Theodore Dwight Bozeman, "Science, Nature and 
Society: A New Approach to James Henley Thornwell," Journal
of Presbyterian History 50 (1972): 307-25; Tommy W. Rogers, 
"Dr. Frederick A. Ross and the Presbyterian Defense of 
Slavery," Journal of Presbyterian History 45 (1967): 112-24; 
Jack P. Maddox, "Proslavery Millennialism: Social
Eschatology in Antebellum Southern Calvinism," American 
Quarterly 31 (1979): 46-62; Drew Gilpin Faust, "A Southern 
Stewardship: The Intellectual and the Proslavery Argument,"
American Quarterly 31 (1979): 63-80; Drew Gilpin Faust, A 
Sacred Circle (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins U P, 1977); Jack P. 
Maddox, "'The Southern Apostasy1 Revisited: The Significance
of Proslavery Christianity," Marxist Perspective Fall (1979): 
132-41; Wayne C. Eubanks,, "Benjamin Morgan Palmer's 
Thanksgiving Sermon, 1860," Antislaverv and Disunion. 1858- 
1861: Studies in the Rhetoric of Compromise and Conflict.
Ed. J. Jeffery Auer (New York: Harper & Row, 1963).
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
2 0
(3) "Union and Slavery" by Rev. John T. Hendrick
(1850);
(4) "The Committing of Our Cause to God" by Rev.
Ferdinand Jacobs (1850);
(5) "The Rights and Duties of Masters" by Rev. James
H. Thornwell (1850);
(6) "Sermon Delivered Before the General Assembly of
the Presbyterian Church, Buffalo, New York," by
Rev. Frederick A. Ross (1853);
(7) "Sermon Delivered Before the General Assembly of
the Presbyterian Church, New York, New York, by
Rev. Frederick A. Ross (1856);
(8) "The South: Her Peril and Her Duty" by Rev.
Benjamin M. Palmer (1860);
(9) "Our National Sins" by Rev. James H. Thornwell
(1860); and
(10) "Mutual Relation of Masters and Slaves as Taught 
in the Bible" by Rev. Joseph R. Wilson (1861).
All of the above sermons were preached in the
sanctuaries of Presbyterian churches and each of the
preachers of these sermons pastored a Presbyterian church in 
the South. Four of the sermons were delivered during regular 
Sunday church services and two were given at Presbyterian 
conventions. The remaining four sermons were preached at 
special services: two on Thanksgiving Day and two on state
declared "Fast Days." Rev. Frederick Ross delivered both of
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
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his sermons to Presbyterian conventions; the one in Buffalo, 
New York, he delivered somewhat impromptu "in good-natured 
ridicule" of testimony and reports against slavery in the 
South.35 For his sermon "The Rights and Duties of Masters," 
Rev. James Thornwell was the guest speaker at the Second 
Presbyterian Church of Charleston, South Carolina, for the 
dedication of a new church building erected for the purpose 
of religious instruction of Negroes. The remaining seven 
sermons of this study were delivered to the congregations by 
their respective pastors.
Only Rev. Joseph Wilson specifically stated (in the 
preface of the sermon pamphlet) that his sermon "was not 
written with a view to wide circulation . . . .  ”36 The
other seven pro-slavery clergy either directly stated or 
implied that their sermons were intended for a larger 
audience than the immediate congregation. Feeling a pressing 
civic responsibility and expressing an intention to reach the 
public at large, Rev. Benjamin Palmer declared, "Whoever may 
have influence to shape public opinion, at such a time must 
lend it, or prove faithless to a trust as solemn as any to be
35 Frederick A. Ross, "Sermon Delivered Before the 
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, Buffalo, New 
York," Slavery Ordained of God (Philadelphia: J. B.
Lippincott Sc Co., 1857) 12.
35 Joseph R. Wilson, "Mutual Relation of Masters and
Slaves As Taught in the Bible" (Augusta, GA: Steam Press of 
Chronicle & Sentinel, 1861) 3.
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accounted for at the bar of God."37 With the purpose of 
defending the spiritual and moral uprightness of himself, 
southern clerics, and the South in general, Rev. W. T. 
Hamilton aimed his remarks at "that great body of American 
citizens, who look upon slavery with disapprobation and 
abhorrence. . . . "38
Finally, in reference to the publication and circulation 
of these sermons, only Rev. Ross took upon himself the 
responsibility to have his own sermons published. No 
indication was given in Rev. Hamilton's sermon as to who 
instigated the publication of his treatise. All of the 
remaining sermons were published at the request of the local 
church congregations, except for Rev. Palmer's sermon which 
was transcribed and printed in the New Orleans newspaper, The 
Sunday Delta, and later published in pamphlet form.
Contributory Studies
1. Religion and Slavery in the South
Several works have examined the pro-slavery ideology of 
the antebellum era from the historical-critical perspective.
37 Benjamin Morgan Palmer, "The South: Her Peril and Her
Duty" (New York: George F. Nesbitt & Co., 1861) 6.
38 W. T. Hamilton, "Duties of Masters and Slavers 
Respectively: or Domestic Servitude as Sanctioned By the 
Bible" (Mobile, AL: F. H. Brooks, 1845) 4.
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In 1860, E. N. Elliott compiled the classic pro-slavery work 
entitled Cotton Is King, and Pro-Slaverv Arguments. In this 
extensive volume Elliott justified slavery from the 
standpoints of history, agriculture, economics, morality, 
social implications, Biblical justifications, and national 
and international law. Two other significant studies dealing 
with pro-slavery thought are William S. Jenkins' Pro-Slaverv 
Thought in the Old South and Eric L. McKitrick's Slavery 
Defended: The Views of the Old South. These two treatises 
stand as classics in analyzing the pro-slavery position 
advocated in the antebellum South.
Works that explore the intertwining of slavery and 
religion are Religion in the Old South by Donald Mathews, 
David T. Bailey's Shadow on the Church: Southwestern
Evangelical Religion and the Issue of Slavery, 1783-1860. and 
Southern Evangelicals and the Social Order, 1800-1860 by Anne 
Loveland. These studies examine the religious atmosphere of 
the antebellum South and how southern religion incorporated 
the institution of slavery. An unpublished dissertation by 
Edward R. Crowther, entitled "Southern Protestants, Slavery 
and Secession: A Study in Religious Ideology, 1830-1861," 
investigates the influence of southern Protestantism upon the 
development of a "regional mind" and the interaction between 
this budding southern sectionalism and institutional 
religion.
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Specifically addressing southern Presbyterians, Earnest 
Thompson's Presbyterians in the South traces their 
introduction, development, and influence upon the frontier 
and southern culture. The Testimony and Practice of the 
Presbyterian Church in Reference to American Slavery by Rev. 
John Robinson serves as a primary source revealing the 
position of the General Assembly toward slavery in the early 
nineteenth century. As a Presbyterian, Robinson provided an 
insider's perspective on the South's peculiar institution and 
the impact produced on the denomination by the controversy 
over slavery.
Three published articles analyze the pro-slavery stance 
taken by three of the ministers examined in this study. In 
"The Pro-Slavery Argument Reconsidered: James Henley
Thornwell, Millennial Abolitionist," Charles C. Bishop 
examines the arguments posited by Thornwell in defending the 
morality of the institution of slavery.39 Wayne C. Eubanks 
offers an Aristotelian analysis of a pro-slavery sermon in 
"Benjamin Morgan Palmer's Thanksgiving Sermon, I860."40 
Tommy Rogers investigates the Presbyterian defense of slavery 
and the conflict it produced between the Old School and New
39 Charles C. Bishop, "The Pro-Slavery Argument 
Reconsidered: James Henley Thornwell, Millennial 
Abolitionist," The South Carolina Historical Magazine 73 
(1972) 18-26.
40 Wayne C. Eubanks, "Benjamin Morgan Palmer's 
Thanksgiving Sermon, 1860," Antislaverv and Disunion,1858- 
1861: Studies in the Rhetoric of Compromise and Conflict, ed. 
J. Jeffery Auer (New York: Harper & Row, 1963) 291-309.
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School Presbyterians in "Dr. Frederick A. Ross and the 
Presbyterian Defense of Slavery."41 These studies provide 
insight into the reasoning of southern pro-slavery 
Presbyterian clergy and the influences exerted upon these 
men.
2. The Rhetorical Situation
Lloyd Bitzer wrote a second monograph concerning the 
rhetorical situation entitled "Functional Communication: A 
Situational Perspective." In this essay Bitzer further 
refined his theory of the rhetorical situation as being 
related to the concept of rhetoric as a goal-oriented act and 
concerned with the relationship between environment and 
humankind.42 Critics of the rhetorical situation, like K. 
E. Wilkerson, have faulted Bitzer for limiting the scope of 
rhetorical discourse.43 In the article "Rhetoric and Its 
Situations," Scott Consigny labeled Bitzer's situational 
model as too deterministic, even fatalistic.44 Richard E. 
Vatz feared that a situational view of rhetoric would cause
41 Tommy W. Rogers, "Dr. Frederick A. Ross and the 
Presbyterian Defense of Slavery," Journal of Presbyterian 
History 45 (1967): 112-24.
42 Lloyd Bitzer, "Functional Communication: A Situational 
Perspective," Rhetoric in Transition, ed. Eugene White (State 
College, PA: Pennsylvania State U P , 1980) 20-39.
43 K. E. Wilkerson, "On Evaluating Theories of Rhetoric," 
Philosophy and Rhetoric 3 (1970): 82-96.
44 Scott Consigny, "Rhetoric and Its Situations," 
Philosophy and Rhetoric 7 (1974): 175.
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the discipline of rhetorical criticism to become subordinate 
to other disciplines and subjects.45
Surprisingly, beyond the passing reference to Bitzer's 
theory which is commonly seen, there have only been two 
dissertations and one thesis written that actually apply 
and/or use the rhetorical situation. John H. Patton's 
doctoral dissertation "The Contemporary American Pulpit as 
Rhetorical Situation" [Indiana University, 1974] did not 
actually use Bitzer's model as a critical tool, but attempted 
to further refine and clarify the model itself. In a masters 
thesis Joseph 0. Tabarlet applied the rhetorical situation as 
a methodology in analyzing selected speeches of former 
Mississippi governor, Ross Barnett.46 Also, DeWitt Jones 
used the rhetorical situation as a critical tool of analysis 
in his recent doctoral dissertation "Wade Hampton and the 
Rhetoric of Race: A Study in the Speaking of Wade Hampton on 
the Race Issue in South Carolina, 1865-1878.1,47
45 Richard E. Vatz, "The Myth of the Rhetorical 
Situation," Philosophy and Rhetoric 6 (1973): 158.
46 Joseph 0. Tabarlet, "Ross Barnett and Desegregation 
in Mississippi: A Situational Analysis of Selected Speeches," 
thesis, Louisiana State U, 1987.
47 DeWitt Grant Jones, "Wade Hampton and the Rhetoric of 
Race: A Study in the Speaking of Wade Hampton on the Race
Issue in South Carolina, 1865-1878," diss., Louisiana State 
U, 1988.
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3. Stasis Theory
Several published articles address the concept of stasis 
theory. The first appeared in Speech Monographs in 1950 in 
an essay by Otto Dieter. This detailed article examines the 
origin, meaning, and application of stasis theory in 
classical rhetoric. Ray Nadeau has published four articles 
exploring stasis theory. Nadeau's first and second articles 
on stasis theory investigate and interpret Hermogenes1 
classical work, On Stases.48 His 1959 article, entitled 
"Some Aristotelian and Stoic Influences on the Theory of 
Stases. " compares the four Aristotelian predicables of genus, 
definition, property, and coincidence with the four Stoic 
categories of body, kind, state, and relation.49 Nadeau's 
fourth article offers a translation of On Stases and an in 
depth investigation of Hermogenes' contributions to stasis 
theory in that treatise.50 Wayne Thompson's study "Stasis 
in Aristotle's Rhetoric" supplements the investigations of 
Dieter and Nadeau by characterizing stasis as it appears in 
the Rhetoric and by comparing Aristotle's treatment of stasis
48 Ray Nadeau, "Hermogenes1 On Stases: A Translation with 
an Introduction and Notes," Speech Monographs 31 (1964): 361- 
424.
49 Ray Nadeau, "Some Aristotelian and Stoic Influences 
on the Theory of Stases," Speech Monographs 26 (1959): 248- 
54.
50 Nadeau "Hermogenes' On Stases." 361-78.
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with that of Hermagoras and those who followed him.51 In
his book A Rhetoric of Science: Inventing Scientific
Discourse. Lawrence Prelli conducted an extensive
investigation of stasis theory and made specific application
of the theory to scientific discourse. Underscoring the
importance of stasis theory, Prelli argued that,
Until the points of stasis are discovered and 
evaluated for their logical importance and 
priority in the rhetorical situation, [the critic] 
. . . cannot know which facts and opinions. . .
[the rhetor believed to be] of greatest value in 
meeting the case of an opponent and in swaying a 
judging listener's decision."52
Organization of the Study
Using the constituents of the rhetorical situation as a 
gridwork for analysis, the following three chapters will 
focus on each of the three elements respectively: exigence,
constraints, and audience. Chapter two investigates the 
dominant exigence existing in the antebellum South —  the 
perceived threat to the southern way of life. Slavery, the 
southern Presbyterian Church, and social reform are discussed 
as key components which helped create that exigence. Chapter 
three examines the significant religious and sociopolitical
51 Wayne N. Thompson, "Stasis in Aristotle's Rhetoric." 
The Quarterly Journal of Speech 58 (1972): 134-41.
52 Prelli 49.
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constraints, as well as some relevant "imported" constraints 
influencing the rhetorical choices of the pro-slavery 
Presbyterian ministers in the antebellum South. Chapter four 
extends the understanding of audience to encompass a broader 
concept of the "public." In addition, the "public" of the 
antebellum South is examined in terms of a "closed society." 
The fifth chapter focuses on the content of the sermons by 
analyzing the ideas and identifying the major points of 
contention. The final chapter offers not only some insights 
and implications in reference to the southern pro-slavery 
Presbyterian clergy and their sermons, but also some 
suggested consequences of the study.
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CHAPTER 2
THE EXIGENCE: THE PERCEIVED THREAT TO THE
SOUTHERN WAY OF LIFE
Introduction
The indispensable portion of the rhetorical situation is 
the exigence, without which there would be nothing to invite 
change in the audience. Bitzer defines an exigence as "an 
imperfection marked by urgency; it is a defect, an obstacle, 
something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it 
should be"1 —  the problem at hand. Bitzer's notion of 
exigence is rooted in John Dewey's notion of value 
assessment. An appraisal of value "takes place only when 
there is something the matter; when there is some trouble to 
be done away with, some need, lack, or privation to be made 
good, some conflict of tendencies to be resolved by means of 
changing existing conditions."2
1 Lloyd Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy 
& Rhetoric 1 (1968): 6.
2 John Dewey, Theory of Valuation (Chicago: U of Chicago 
P, 1939) 34.
30
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Though Dewey's concept of valuation suggests innumerable 
exigences, Bitzer's focus is clearly on "rhetorical" 
exigences. The distinctive feature of a rhetorical exigence 
lies in the available means of modification and/or resolution 
of the "problem." Within any given situation there are 
numerous exigences, some that can not be modified at all, 
some that can only be modified by means other than discourse, 
and some that can only be modified by discourse. When 
positive modification is possible only by the injection of 
messages that invoke the audience to alter the exigence 
through some mediating attitude or action, then the exigence 
is rhetorical. There may be multiple rhetorical exigences 
operative at the same time within the same situation, and 
there may even be tandem exigences.3 Bitzer suggests, 
however, that there "is at least one controlling exigence 
which functions as the organizing principle: it specifies
the audience to be addressed and the change to be effected."* 
A rhetorical exigence consists of two parts: a factual
condition and its relation to some interest. A factual 
condition is "any set of things, events, relations, ideas, 
meanings —  anything physical or mental —  whose existence is 
(or is thought to be) independent of one's personal
3 Lloyd Bitzer, personal interview, 20 March 1990.
4 Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation" 6-7.
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subjectivity."5 When a factual condition is joined with an 
interest —  a need, desire, appreciation, or aspiration —  it 
accounts for the purpose of the discourse. The perception of 
the exigence suggests a motive for the introduction of 
messages within the situation.6
Critics of Bitzer's situational model have labeled the
notion of exigence as being too deterministic, suggesting
that Bitzer fails to recognize the rhetor's power of choice.
Scott Consigny attacks the rhetorical situation as being
falsely determinate and predetermining. He understands the
rhetorical situation as a phenomenon that can be empirically
determined and that also dictates the response of the
rhetor.7 Consigny's charge of determinism stems from
Bitzer's explanation of the exigence. Bitzer states,
The exigence and the complex of persons, objects, 
events and relations which generate rhetorical 
discourse are located in reality, are objective 
and publicly observable historic facts in the 
world we experience, are therefore available for 
scrutiny by an observer or critic who attends to 
them. To say the situation is objective, publicly 
observable, and historic means that it is real or 
genuine —  that our critical examination will 
certify its existence.8
5 Lloyd Bitzer, "Functional Communication: A Situational 
Perspective." Rhetoric in Transition, ed. Eugene White (State 
College, PA: Pennsylvania State U P, 1980) 28.
6 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 26.
7 Scott Consigny, "Rhetoric and Its Situations," 
Philosophy and Rhetoric 7 (1974): 175-86.
8 Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation" 11.
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This same issue is addressed by K. E. Wilkerson, who 
takes Bitzer to task for having an overly historical view of 
rhetoric: ”[T]he circumstances which give rise to discourse
are more important candidates for description and analysis 
than discourse itself. . . . [T]he circumstances which
interest Bitzer are precisely of the sort studied by 
historians. . . ."* Wilkerson is concerned that Bitzer’s
theory transforms the rhetorical critic into a historian with 
a specialization, examining historical events with an eye 
toward the rhetoric each event calls forth.
Richard E. Vatz offers the most critical attack on 
Bitzer's situational model in "The Myth of the Rhetorical 
Situation."10 Vatz denounces the rhetorical situation for 
being far too narrow and charges Bitzer with taking the 
position that meaning merely resides in events. Vatz 
believes Bitzer has totally ignored the creative role and 
responsibility of the rhetor, both in the areas of 
situational perception and production of discourse. For 
Vatz, "[n]o situation can have a nature independent of the 
perception of the interpreter or independent of the rhetoric 
with which he chooses to characterize it."11 Rather than 
viewing rhetoric as situational or an exigence as inviting
9 K. E. Wilkerson, "On Evaluating Theories Of Rhetoric," 
Philosophy and Rhetoric 3 (1970): 89.
10 Richard E. Vatz, "The Myth of the Rhetorical 
Situation," Philosophy and Rhetoric 6 (1973): 154-55.
11 Vatz 154.
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utterance,12 Vatz sees situations as rhetorical and 
utterance as inviting exigence.13 According to Vatz, 
"rhetoric is a cause not an effect of meaning. It is 
antecedent, not subsequent, to a situation's impact."14
John H. Patton attempts to clarify these 
misunderstandings and to extend the concept of the rhetorical 
situation in his article "Causation and Creativity in 
Rhetorical Situations: Distinctions and Implications."15
The three key problems addressed by Patton focus upon the 
concept of the rhetorical exigence. First, there is the 
tendency to misinterpret the idea of rhetorical exigence as 
a purely objective and independent phenomenon. The intention 
of the situational theory is toward "grounding rhetoric in 
historically observable sets of circumstances which are 
distinct and particular,"16 what Consigny calls 
"particularities."17 The fact is, discourse can not be said 
to have rhetorical significance or meaning without the 
presence of historically observable events; however, 
rhetorical exigence can not be separated from other key
12 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 3, 5.
13 Vatz 159.
14 Vatz 160.
15 John H. Patton, "Causation and Creativity in 
Rhetorical Situations: Distinctions and Implications," The
Quarterly Journal of Speech 65 (1979): 36-55.
16 Patton 39.
17 Consigny 177.
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elements of the situational theory, i.e. constraints, 
audience, and most importantly perception.
The second problem addressed by Patton is the
"distinction between the meanings of fatalism and
determinism . . .  in attributing causal force" to the notion
of rhetorical exigence.18 Bitzer's concept of exigence has
been misinterpreted as fatalistically accounting for the
emergence of rhetorical response. Most assuredly, discourse
does have causes, but that does not necessarily mean it is
unavoidable. Though the rhetorical exigence is an essential
element in labeling any discourse as rhetorical, it does not
hold causal power in predetermining the emergence or content
of the discourse. Patton states,
. . . the concept of rhetorical exigence does not 
provide a causal account of why discourse comes 
into being. Rather, the distinguishing feature is 
that if and when rhetorical discourse develops, it 
can be said to do so in relation to some set of 
events or experiences capable of positive 
modification through the assistance of 
discourse.19
The third problematic issue Patton examines is the role 
and significance of the rhetor's perception. The choices 
made by the orator concerning a rhetorical response are a 
result of the combined influence of exigence and constraints, 
and those choices ultimately comprise the controlling 
exigence. "Thus, it seems clear that the choices rhetors
18 Patton 38.
” Patton 44-45.
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make significantly influence both the form and content of 
their discourse."20 The historical events of any situation 
must be examined to establish the reasons why rhetors define 
controlling exigences and formulate responsive discourse. 
But the rhetorical significance of those observable events 
results from the way in which those events are perceived. A 
rhetor's response to any situation, then, is in part a 
product of his perceptual process.21
Bitzer allowed for the rhetor's perceptual process as
he developed the concept of exigence.22 As defined by
Bitzer himself,
The exigence may or may not be perceived clearly 
by the rhetor or other persons in the situation; 
it may be strong or weak depending upon the 
clarity of their perception and the degree of 
their interest in it. . . . When it is perceived
and when it is strong and important, then it 
constrains the thought and action of the perceiver 
who may respond rhetorically if he is in a 
position to do so.23
In his second work on the rhetorical situation, Bitzer 
dissected the rhetorical exigence into two parts: a factual
condition and a related interest. He accounted for the 
factor of perception by analyzing the various possibilities 
of agreement and disagreement between the rhetor and audience
20 Patton 41.
21 Patton 47.
22 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 7; "Functional 
Communication" 29-34.
23 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 7.
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concerning the elements of "factual condition" and 
"interest." The mutual experience of a rhetorical exigence, 
and the communication of that exigence, is possible to the 
degree that the factual conditions and the interests are 
similarly perceived and shared.24
The perceptual processes of both the rhetor and the 
audience are essential to defining the controlling exigence 
of a rhetorical situation. It should be noted, however, that 
the perceptual process by itself can not fully explain the 
occurrence of rhetorical discourse. As audiences and rhetors 
encounter rhetorical situations, their perceptions involve a 
blending of subjective internal value systems and reasoning 
processes with observable external events and experiences. 
Thus, the resulting discourse is based on something more than 
the mind of the perceiver alone. While the rhetor can not 
respond without perceiving an exigence, the discourse 
produced is an encounter with the external conditions which 
form part of the observable world. This concept of exigence 
underscores the importance of recognizing historical 
realities as a fundamental grounding for discourse.25
In examining selected sermons from the antebellum South, 
it is essential to identify and examine the historical 
realities that spawned the discourse. The southern region 
during the first half of the nineteenth century was a virtual
24 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 29-30.
25 Patton 49-51.
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oratorical hot-bed, especially during the last two decades 
preceding the Civil War. Through most of American history, 
two opposing sets of values have "faced-off" at the Mason- 
Dixon line. One side has favored cosmopolitanism, 
industrialism, rationalism, and egalitarianism, while the 
other side cherished stability, traditionalism, localism, 
faith, and honor. James Oscar Farmer concludes that by 1840, 
"these opposing value systems were taking on a sectional 
quality, and politically they expressed themselves most 
articulately in the debate over slavery."26 In the 
remainder of the chapter, I wish to explore the rhetorical 
exigence by examining the historical context of the 
antebellum South that influenced the production of discourse.
As stated earlier, Bitzer suggests there may be several 
exigences operative at the same time in the same situation. 
This is certainly the case in the antebellum South during the 
years of 1840 to 1861. Analyzing the various issues, 
attitudes, and ideologies occurring during this time period 
offers a myriad of complexities and complications. For 
example, the South had long felt the strain between States' 
rights and Federalism. As advocates of States' rights, 
southerners found themselves in a constant struggle for 
political power against the swelling tide of Federalism. 
They experienced clash with the northern and western regions
26 James Oscar Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy: 
James Henlev Thornwell and the Synthesis of Southern Values 
(Macon, GA: Mercer UP, 1986) 2.
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over tariffs and the control of agricultural markets. As the 
South's sectional identity solidified, it battled over the 
institution of slavery and resisted change in general.
Contributing to part of the complexity of the issues is 
what Bitzer calls "tandem exigences."27 As an orator 
addresses a rhetorical exigence, he attempts to resolve or 
bring about a "remedy" to the problem at hand.28 The 
injection of discourse serves as a successful remedy for the 
exigence to the extent that it functions as a fitting 
response to the situation. The message may "fit" the 
situation in either of two ways. It may function as a 
corrective to the exigence, or it may "fit" simply because 
the exigence allows it to be well-received. Thus, the 
discourse may correct the exigence and bring about 
resolution, or it may merely be well-received and modify the 
pre-existing exigence into a new exigence. The new modified 
exigence has a close connection to the previous exigence and 
is thus referred to as a "tandem exigence".
However, there was one exigence which functioned as an 
organizing principle for all the other exigences occurring in 
the South during the antebellum years. That exigence was the 
perceived threat to the southern way of life. The South, and
27 Bitzer, personal interview, 20 March 1990.
28 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 23. Bitzer 
explains that in addition to the exigence "something else is 
recognized as a means of remedy or modification," and that 
the two constituents of exigence and remedy are essential and 
real in a genuine pragmatic situation.
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more specifically southern Presbyterians, felt "smothered by 
the complexity of the issues, the emotionalism, and the 
gradual drift toward repression."29 Because of political 
and economic maneuvering on the national level and a 
presumptuous sense of piety expressed by northerners, 
Presbyterians in the South developed a posture that was 
defensive. Ultimately, however, the issue that became the 
catalyst for disagreement and division was the institution of 
slavery.30
Slavery: A Tolerated Evil
Almost from the beginning of settlement in the southern 
colonies, slavery was introduced and accepted into the 
southern culture and society. Initially, indentured 
servants, Englishmen who sold their labor for a specified 
period of time, provided the labor force necessary to 
establish large agricultural holdings. Primarily young 
unmarried males, indentured servants sold their labor in the
29 Waldo W. Braden, Ed., Oratory in the Old South (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1970) 5.
30 See William J. Cooper, Jr., The South and the Politics 
of Slavery (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1978) and
Liberty and Slavery: Southern Politics to 1860 (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1983); Glyndon G. VanDeusen, The Jacksonian 
Era: 1828-1848 (New York: Harper & Row, 1959); David M.
Potter, The Impending Crisis: 1848-1861 (New York: Harper
& Row, 1976).
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hope that they too could become landowners in time. But as 
more and more indentured servants completed their time of 
service, social and political tensions arose over their 
inability to acquire suitable settled land. As a result, 
landowners increasingly turned to black slaves and racial 
slavery.
Disagreement exists over the exact date for the 
beginning of racial slavery. But by the end of the 
seventeenth century, bound laborers came to be regarded as 
indispensable agents for achieving wealth and status. 
Beginning early in the region's history, the institution of 
Negro slavery became a vital part of the South. That section 
of the United States below the Mason-Dixon line has long been 
known as the home of racial slavery, and the white southerner 
could not envision a concept of personal liberty that did not 
include the enslavement of the black race. To the 
southerner, if the institution of slavery was threatened, 
then his own personal liberty was being threatened. The 
Constitutional guarantee of "life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness" meant that the individual could live his own 
life in the way he thought best. In the South, that involved 
agriculture and slavery.31
31 See William Garrott Brown, The Lower South in American 
History (New York: MacMillan & Co., 1903); Wendell Holmes
Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter, Eds., A History of the 
South, 10 vols. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1947); and
Thomas E. Watson, Ed., The South in the Building of a Nation, 
12 vols. (Richmond: The Southern Publication Society, 1909).
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Agriculture provided the main impetus to the economic
and cultural growth of the South, and agricultural
advancement required land. The necessary land for
agricultural pursuits was easily accessible and available.
Following Andrew Jackson's defeat of the Creeks and Cherokees
in the Southwest, floods of settlers moved west to take up
rich lands for planting profitable crops. Land was plentiful
in the South and offered a great deal more than economic
advancement. William Cooper, Jr., observes,
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
landownership provided the necessary key to 
respected social position and to participation in 
political life. . . .  As a result, widespread 
ownership of land became an essential requirement 
for both social mobility and broad political 
activity.32
As farms and great plantations began to appear on 
fertile river lands, white settlers pushed westward from the 
older tidewater section and with them carried slavery as a 
part of their economic and cultural heritage. Most 
southerners on the frontier saw slavery as a necessary 
component for a prosperous future. While landownership 
assured political and social status, owning black slaves in 
addition to land distinguished the economically privileged.
The plantation served as the cornerstone of southern 
agriculture and dominated the economy of the antebellum 
South. The plantation system was the method of meeting the
32 William J. Cooper, Jr., Liberty and Slavery: Southern
Politics to 1860 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983) 6.
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world’s demand for certain staple crops. In reference to the
plantation system of the South, Ulrich Phillips stated,
That system, providing efficient control and 
direction for labor imported in bondage, met the 
obvious needs of the case, waxed strong, and 
shaped not alone the industrial regime to fit its 
requirements, but also the social and commercial 
system and the political policy of a vast section; 
and it incidentally trained a savage race to a 
certain degree of fitness for life in the Anglo- 
Saxon community.33
Phillips also described the antebellum plantation as a unit
in agricultural industry where the work force was usually of
substantial size and the labor was divided among groups
working routinely under supervision. The laborers were
primarily slaves and in each case the principal objective was
the production of a staple crop for sale.34
Of all southerners gainfully employed, Charles Sydnor 
reports that "90 per cent were engaged in agriculture as 
compared to 77 per cent in the rest of the nation,"35 making 
farming the primary occupation of the majority in the South. 
But the distinctive character of southern agriculture lay in 
the plantation system and in the plantation's production of 
money crops. The crops of tobacco and rice dominated the 
tidewater section throughout the eighteenth century and sugar
33 Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, The Slave Economy of the Old 
South (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 1968) 5.
34 Phillips 6.
35 Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern 
Sectionalism: 1819-1848, vol. 5 of A History of the South,
Wendell Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter, eds., (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 1948) 5.
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was discovered to be well-suited and profitable in the 
Louisiana territory. But the staple crop that would reign 
over southern agriculture and the plantation system from the 
end of the 1700's throughout the 1800's was cotton.
Machinery developments in England during the late 
eighteenth century that could produce cotton cloth 
inexpensively created a heavy demand for cotton. Eli 
Whitney's invention of the cotton gin enabled cotton fibers 
to be more easily separated from the seeds which permitted 
greater production of cotton for national and international 
markets.36 Along with the mechanical improvements, there 
were improved efforts to control insect infestation and plant 
diseases, more extensive use of the plow, and perhaps most 
importantly, the introduction of better varieties of the 
cotton plant. During the years of 1819 through 1821, the 
average per year cotton crop was 353,000 bales. Furthermore, 
cotton production in the South nearly doubled with each 
subsequent decade until the Civil War.37 By the 1830's, the 
abundance of land available and enterprising men bent on 
bettering themselves on the rising cotton market, caused the 
center of cotton culture to shift west of the mountains and 
take with it the center of southern wealth. "To the 
plantation-dominated commonwealths of Virginia, the
36 See Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern 
Sectionalism: 1819-1848 and Cooper, Liberty and Slavery.
37 Sydnor 13.
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Carolinas, and Georgia had been annexed Alabama, Florida, 
Mississippi, Tennessee, Texas, and Arkansas"38 —  the 
"Cotton Kingdom" of the antebellum South.
The western migration and the expansion of the 
plantation system was also accompanied by slaves and slavery. 
The introduction of cotton to the plantation system was well 
suited to the large scale production by Negro slave labor. 
In fact, in the minds of southern entrepreneurs the slave was 
essential to large planting endeavors. There was the task of 
clearing away wooded lands and the daily routine of 
plantation life required constant labor. The large landowner 
believed that slaves were necessary for the cultivation of 
fields and performing required tasks about the plantation. 
The successful cotton grower discovered that the most 
beneficial investment of the profits from his money crop was 
in more land and more labor. Thus, the plantation system and 
slavery "continued to expand and the lower South was 
committed to cotton and to slave labor. . . .1,39
The demand for slave labor increased with the opening of 
new cotton lands. Not only did many migrating planters take 
their slaves with them, but an elaborate slave traffic 
emerged between the eastern seaboard and the new southwest.
38 Francis Butler Simkins and Charles Pierce Roland, A 
History of the South. 4th ed. (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1972) 116.
39 W. T. Couch, ed., Culture in the South (Chapel Hill: 
U of North Carolina P, 1934) 2.
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Simkins and Roland report that 180,000 slaves were 
transported in this traffic during the years of 1840 through 
1850, and some 230,000 slaves in the decade prior to the 
Civil War. As the cotton kingdom expanded, the number and 
value of slaves continued to grow. Healthy males between the 
ages of eighteen and thirty brought $1,000 in 1820, and by 
1860 the price had reached $1,800. On the average women 
brought approximately three-fourths the price of males.40 
The census of 1820 showed that slaves comprised roughly one- 
third of the South's population, as opposed to a black 
population of only 2 per cent in the North. The black 
population in the antebellum South continued to grow at 
exponential rates. Numerically, the census of 1820 revealed 
the slave population to be 1,643,000, and by 1860 that number 
increased to 4,201,000. In fact, by 1860, slaves outnumbered 
the whites in the geographical crescent extending through the 
heart of the deep South and spanning from southeast Virginia 
into southeast Texas.41
The majority of great planters in the South owned 100 or 
more slaves each. Almost 10,000 middle-class planters owned 
between 50 to 100 slaves each, and approximately 90,000 small 
planters owned between 10 and 50 slaves each.42 The 
Encyclopedia of Southern History reports that most slaves
40 Simkins 119-120.
41 Simkins 120 and Sydnor 3.
42 Simkins 121.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
4 7
lived and worked on farm units where the slaves in residence 
averaged twenty per farm.43 The prevalence of slavery 
throughout the South induced an acceptance of the slave as an 
intimate part of southern society. White children were often 
raised by black mammies and played side-by-side with black 
children. Black and white faces were constantly thrust 
together in daily chores and routines. Though black slaves 
were never considered "equals," the two races attended church 
together, celebrated together, and lived together.
While slavery paid good dividends to the plantation 
owner, it also brought general agricultural prosperity to the 
South as a whole. However, the benefits to the average non- 
slaveholding southerner lay primarily in the ego satisfaction 
of white supremacy, the personal security provided by slavery 
as a system for controlling the black race, and the social 
confidence maintained by the fact that blacks were the 
"mudsill" of southern society. In the pre-emancipation world 
of the antebellum South, no other socioeconomic concern 
affected the lives of all people, white and black, so 
significantly as did slavery. Because the South's peculiar 
institution had spread throughout southern social and 
economic life so thoroughly, the question of slavery's
43 David C. Roller and Robert W. Twyman, eds., The 
Encyclopedia of Southern History (Baton Rouge: Louisiana
State U P, 1979) 1111.
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survival emerged in the mid-nineteenth century as the 
nation's greatest moral, social, and political issue.44
As a key factor influencing the exigence confronting 
antebellum southerners, slavery lay at the core of the 
South's social and economic existence. As far as southerners 
were concerned, abolishing slavery would capsize the southern 
social order and leave the southern economy impotent. By the 
first half of the nineteenth century, slavery had become such 
an integral part of the South that it shaped the South' s 
sectional identity and supported the southern way of life. 
Southerners perceived any challenge or attack against the 
South's peculiar institution as a threat to their very way of 
life.
The Southern Presbyterian Church
Throughout American history religion has functioned as
a means of social control, establishing and maintaining
acceptable standards for the community. Such was definitely
the case in the antebellum South. Religion served as a
principal force directing and molding the southern mind.
Edward Crowther explains that,
[b]y its very nature, religion is myth-making, an 
attempt to explain the inexplicable. Even when it 
confronts the material world, it metes out
44 Roller 1110, 1112.
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justification or damnation not always according to 
reason but often because of the need to preserve 
its hold on the mind of man and to maintain 
profitable traditions.45
For the antebellum South this was particularly the case since
religion provided an acceptable we1tans chauung. The
influence and power of established religion in the South
helped intensify the exigence of perceived threat to the
southern way of life and promoted resistance against the
perceived threat.
The influence of religion in the South grew dramatically 
during the Jacksonian era and the religious ideology of the 
South served as a powerful weapon for pro-slavery and 
southern rights spokesmen. The fact that the devout God­
fearing southerner also quite often owned slaves made him a 
powerful ally to southern political leaders. Religion 
permitted moral considerations to be introduced into the 
political arena, allowing the godly southerner to cooperate 
with the southern politician to vindicate States’ rights and 
slavery by upholding a literal interpretation of the Bible 
and the Constitution.46
The masses below the Mason-Dixon line were sincerely 
religious; and with the exception of Catholicism in the 
French parishes of Louisiana, Protestantism dominated
45 Edward Riley Crowther, "Southern Protestants, Slavery 
and Secession: A Study in Religious Ideology, 1830-1861," 
diss., Auburn U, 1986, 5.
46 Crowther 5-7.
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ecclesiastically and doctrinally. Southern Protestantism 
played an important part in the social and cultural 
development of the regional mind. Protestantism as it 
existed in the antebellum South supported the plantation 
system, upheld the southern concept of patriarchy, defended 
States' rights, and endowed paternalism to masters of 
slaves.47 It provided a solid foundation of common beliefs 
and practices, and fostered "sharing of common convictions 
about purpose and destiny, and participating in the common 
task of creating a Christian republic."48 In the South the 
church has long been the hub of social interest and activity, 
and the clarion of public opinion. The three leading 
Protestant denominations in the South were Baptist, 
Methodist, and Presbyterian. Though fewer in number than the 
Baptists and Methodists, the Presbyterian Church in the South 
exerted a far greater influence upon its region than its 
numerical strength might suggest. Earnest Trice Thompson 
attributes this to the fact that so many southern leaders 
emerged from the Presbyterian Church ranks which stressed 
theological orderliness and education.49
47 Simkins 131.
48 C. C. Goen, Broken Churches, Broken Nation: 
Denominational Schisms and the Coming of the American Civil 
War (Macon, GA: Mercer U P, 1985) 44.
49 Ernest Trice Thompson, Presbyterians in the South 
(Richmond: John Knox Press, 1963) 80-83.
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By investigating the southern Presbyterian Church, a 
clearer understanding can be gained about "the ideals which 
animated and actuated the toiling millions and the thoughts 
concerning the universe and man which informed their 
minds."50 Crowther suggests that people of the antebellum 
South did not associate with spokesmen they did not trust, 
nor support opinions in which they did not believe. "If 
congregations and denominations advocated slavery . . ., the 
majority of members composing both must have at least 
passively accepted the peculiar institution . . . ."51
The clergy served as spokesmen for congregations and 
denominations. In A History of Preaching: Volume III, Ralph
Turnbull observed that the southern pulpit formed the mind 
from which southern statesmen and society acted.52 They 
"possessed in their weekly sermons one of the most effective 
and influential means of reaching the southern 
population.1,53 Clergymen were significant individuals in the 
social structure of the South. For society in the antebellum 
South, Larry Tise notes, ”[t]he clergy constituted the
50 William Warren Sweet, Religion in the Development of 
American Culture, 1765-1840 (Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 
1963) viii.
51 Crowther 9-10.
52 Ralph G. Turnbull, A History of Preaching: Volume III
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1974) 121.
53 Drew Gilpin Faust, The Creation of Confederate 
Nationalism: Ideology and Identity in the Civil War South 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State UP, 1988) 22.
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the largest, the most highly educated, the most influential, 
and the most pervasive and cohesive group of men . . . .1,54
Ministers were the principal overseers of morals and manners 
and some of the most revered citizens in every community. 
Their authority in the southern community was virtually 
unrivaled. They led their community morally, socially, 
educationally, and though they generally did not occupy 
elective offices, they functioned as strong political 
voices.55 Southern clerics believed it their duty to 
concern themselves with issues and problems facing the 
southern social order56 and served as "custodians of the 
community values. "57
Although slavery existed in all thirteen colonies 
following the Revolutionary War and respectable people, 
including the clergy, owned slaves, there was an overall 
opposition to the peculiar institution. Denominationally, 
the Presbyterian church took the first institutional anti­
slavery stance, albeit a hesitating and cautious one. In
54 Larry Edward Tise, "The Interregional Appeal of 
Proslavery Thought: An Ideological Profile of the Antebellum
American Clergy," Plantation Society in the Americas 1 
(1979): 63.
55 Timothy L. Smith, Revivalism and Social Reform in Mid- 
Nineteenth Century America (New York: Abingdon Press, 1957) 
36; and Tise 63.
56 Farmer 1-41; Anne C. Loveland, Southern Evangelicals 
and the Social Order. 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
UP, 1980) ix.
57 Andrew King, Power & Communication (Prospect Heights, 
IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 1987) 45.
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1774 the most influential synod of the Presbyterian church,
the Synod of New York and Philadelphia, attempted to address
the subject of slavery. A committee was appointed to draft
an official statement, but such differences arose concerning
the issue that the matter was postponed until the next
meeting. The issue was repeatedly addressed in subsequent
synods, but not until 1787 did the Presbyterian church take
an official stand.58 The following proposal was presented
before the General Synod:
It is . . . the duty of those who maintain the
rights of humanity and who acknowledge and teach 
the obligations of Christianity, to use such means 
as are in their power to extend the blessings of 
equal freedom to every part of the human race. 
From a full conviction of these truths, . . . the 
Synod of New York and Philadelphia recommend, in 
warmest terms, to every member of this body, and 
to all the Churches and families under their care, 
to do everything in their power consistent with 
the rights of civil society, to promote the 
abolition of slavery, and the institution of 
negroes, whether bond or free.59
However, the General Synod responded timidly and 
conservatively to this proposal. Though it approved of the 
overall principle of universal liberty, the synod recognized 
the potential danger to the rest of the community if too 
hasty an abolition were adopted. The synod recommended that 
slave owners educate their slaves in a sufficient manner to
58 Irving Stoddard Kull, "Presbyterian Attitudes Toward 
Slavery, 1 Church History 7 (1938): 101-102.
59 Records of the Presbyterian Church in the United 
States of America Embracing the Minutes of the General 
Presbytery and General Synod 1706-1788, 539.
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prepare them for freedom and adequately acquaint them with 
the practices of industry. Lastly, the synod advocated "the 
most prudent measures, consistent with the interest and state 
of civil society in the countries where they live, to procure 
eventually the final abolition of slavery in America."60
This particular stand remained in effect until 1818 when
the Presbyterian church took its most progressive stance
against slavery. In principle the church declared
emphatically that;
We consider the voluntary enslaving of one portion 
of the human race by another, as a gross violation 
of the most precious and sacred rights of human 
nature; as utterly inconsistent with the law of 
God, which requires us to love our neighbors as 
ourselves, and as totally irreconcilable with the 
principles and spirit of the gospel of Christ 
which enjoin that all things whatsoever ye would 
that men should do to you, do ye even so to 
them.61
Though in principle the Presbyterian church encouraged 
Christians to make every attempt to correct the errors of 
former times, the church also reminded its members not to act 
so hastily as to jeopardize the safety and happiness of the 
master or the slave. The church sympathized with those who 
were burdened with the evils of slavery and with the slave 
whose "ignorance and vicious habits rendered their immediate 
emancipation dangerous, and it urged efforts towards
60 Records of the Presbyterian Church . . . Minutes 
. . . 1706-1788. 540.
61 Minutes of the Presbyterian Church in the United 
States of America from Its Organization A. D. 1789 to 1820 
Inclusive (Philadelphia, 1847) 688.
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abolition as speedily as compatible with public welfare."62 
The Presbyterian church further argued that since the injury 
of slavery had already been imposed upon the Negro, it could 
not encourage additional injury by emancipating them so fast 
that they might decimate themselves or others.
Ultimately, however, an attitude of compromise prevailed 
when cotton became a dominant economic concern. The 
Presbyterian Church in the South was caught in a dilemma. On 
the one hand, Presbyterians as a whole initially made 
declarations of anti-slavery principles which encouraged the 
abolition of slavery. On the other hand, the concern of 
southern Presbyterians for the safety and well-being of both 
the slave and the slave-owner produced disagreement as to the 
method and timing of abolition, and provided a justification 
for the continuance of the South's peculiar institution. A 
conflict existed between the church's theological principles 
which it had to uphold, and the cultural pragmatics of the 
society in which the church existed. Thus, the influence of 
the southern Presbyterian Church and the dilemma it faced in 
reference to slavery affected the exigence of perceived 
threat to the southern way of life confronting antebellum 
southerners.
62 Kull 103.
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Social Reform in the South
Another contributing factor to the exigence occurring in 
the antebellum South was the popular notion of reform 
spreading through the states during the first half of the 
nineteenth century. The roots of this reform movement lay at 
the heart of the Second Great Awakening. At first, the 
impetus of the Second Awakening focused primarily upon the 
conversion of the unregenerate by means of effective 
evangelism. John L. Thomas observed that "[t]he initial 
thrust of religious reform was moral rather than social, 
preventative rather than curative. . . . "63 But as the
flames of the Awakening began to die down, the concentration 
of efforts shifted to personal and social perfectionism.64 
(A more thorough discussion of the theological and religious 
foundations of "perfectionism" is discussed as a "constraint" 
in Chapter 3.) As individuals experienced the joy of their 
new conversion, they felt compelled to assist others in 
experiencing that same joy. They wanted to propagate their 
experience of light, liberation, joy, and peace to others 
still in darkness. As evidence of a legitimate experience, 
converted individuals exhibited an unselfish and altruistic
63 John L. Thomas, "Romantic Reform in America, 1815- 
1865," American Quarterly 17 (1965): 656-81.
64 Benjamin Breckinridge Warfield, Studies in 
Perfectionism (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed 
Publishing Co., 1958) 48.
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lifestyle. Regeneration changed a person from selfishness to 
benevolence; from absorption with one's own interests to 
choosing the happiness of others and the glory of God's 
kingdom. "This meant the regenerate man was committed to 
sacrificing his own pleasure in order to advance God's 
kingdom on earth. "6S
As new converts joined the churches and already 
established church members revitalized their sense of 
commitment, they participated in voluntary reform 
associations. They worked for temperance and Sabbath 
observance, and against dueling. Some of the more prominent 
benevolent associations were the Home and Foreign Mission 
Society, the American Bible Society, the American Education 
Society, the American Tract Society, and the American 
Temperance Society. These benevolent societies were 
basically conservative in nature and sought socially to 
control the common man's depraved and undisciplined 
nature.66
By 1830, secular perfectionism dominated American social 
thought. The philosophy of the enlightened rationalists 
accentuated mankind's innate goodness, reasonableness, and 
freedom of choice. The fairly recent success of achieving 
independence and defeating the greatest empire of the world
65 William G. McLoughlin, Revivals, Awakenings, and 
Reform (Chicago: U of Chicago Press, 1978) 129.
66 McLoughlin 112-113.
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added further credence to that philosophy. Apparently, God
had not only blessed the American colonies' efforts for
freedom, He also seemed to be pleased with their cause —
"freedom" itself.67 The acceptance of secular perfectionism
and its emphasis upon freedom of choice and the unbound will
established the foundation from which social reform could be
achieved. Seeing social evils as merely individual acts of
selfishness meant that Americans could perfect society
anytime they chose to do so. When a sufficient number of
individual Americans had "seen the light," they would
automatically squelch the nation's evils and bring about deep
and lasting national reform. Nowhere can the essence of this
secular perfectionism be so clearly seen as in Andrew
Jackson's First Inaugural speech in 1828, where he said:
I believe . . . man can be elevated; . . . and as 
he does he becomes more God-like in his character 
and capable of governing himself. Let us go on 
elevating our people, perfecting our institutions, 
until democracy shall reach a point of perfection 
that we can acclaim with truth that the voice of 
the people is the voice of God.6*
As the spirit of reform continued to grow, it became 
more radically inclined. Southerners, however, focused more 
upon the moral reform of the individual. They primarily 
concerned themselves with the reformation of character rather 
than the reformation of southern society, "though they
67 McLoughlin 99-100.
68 Andrew Jackson, First Inaugural (1828); as it occurs 
in William McLoughlin, Revivals. Awakenings, and Reform 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1978) 139.
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believed that individual reformation would lead to the 
betterment of society. . . .1,69 Donald Mathews attributes
this difference of focus to the South's entanglement with 
slavery. Because of their inclination to individualize the 
fight with sin and evil, southerners were "forced by slavery 
to settle for a personal struggle to gain possible victories" 
instead of fully developing "a social ethic which could 
affect institutions and power relationships."70 In the 
North, the ultimate test of social reform coalesced around 
the issue of slavery.71 The attempts of northern 
Abolitionists to eradicate slavery and its stain upon 
American ideals drew distinct lines of division that 
separated regions, religion, family, and friends. The strong 
anti-slavery sentiment of the North came from philosophy, 
politics, and radical Abolitionists. The philosophical group 
condemned slavery as a moral evil. The political school of 
thought sought to limit slavery and use the issue of slavery 
as a catalyst for political advantage. The third group, the 
radical Abolitionists, wanted to see slavery abolished
69 Loveland 161.
70 Donald Mathews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago: 
Chicago UP, 1977) 65, 77-78.
71 McLoughlin 113, 130.
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immediately, without concern for the social upheaval that 
might occur in the South.72
With slavery being at the very core of southern 
antebellum culture and society, southerners would not permit 
its removal nor any attack upon the institution as a social 
pariah. Instead, southerners viewed slavery as one of the 
pillars of a more genteel and ideal social order. Southern 
efforts to reform slavery focussed not upon the institution's 
place in society, but upon the abuses found within slavery. 
Thus, the impact of southern social reform upon the exigence 
confronting the antebellum South served to strengthen the 
South's peculiar institution and defend the southern way of 
life.
Conclusion
The rhetorical exigence, or "problem at hand," in the 
antebellum South was complex and complicated. As Bitzer 
suggests, within any given rhetorical situation there may be 
multiple rhetorical exigences, and even tandem exigences. 
This was certainly the case in the South during the first 
half of the nineteenth century. Bitzer also believes that 
one exigence will function as an organizing principle, and
72 See McLoughlin, Revivals. Awakenings, and Reform. 98- 
140; and Arthur Young Lloyd, The Slavery Controversy: 1831-
1860 (Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 1939).
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thus will be the controlling exigence.73 The controlling 
exigence in the antebellum South during the last two decades 
before the Civil War was the South's fear that the "southern 
way of life" was in jeopardy.
A rhetorical exigence consists of two parts, a factual 
condition and an interest. Keeping in mind Bitzer's 
definition of a factual condition, ["any set of things, 
events, relations, ideas, meanings —  anything physical or 
mental —  whose existence is (or is thought to be) 
independent of one's personal subjectivity"74], three 
distinct elements comprised the factual condition of the 
controlling exigence mentioned above. Those three elements 
were: slavery, based upon and supporting an agrarian culture
and economy; the clergy of the Presbyterian Church in the 
South —  educated, orthodox, and articulate; and the southern 
social reform movement, which sought to elevate and refine 
southern society. The second component of a rhetorical 
exigence, an interest, Bitzer defines as "a need, desire, 
appreciation, or aspiration."75 The interest, or "need," in 
the antebellum South prior to the Civil War was to defend its 
culture and its very way of life. The South felt a pressing 
need to preserve and justify the southern economy, southern 
society, and southern piety.
73 Bitzer interview.
74 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 28.
75 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 28.
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Though spokesmen for the South attempted to correct the 
exigence of the perceived threat to the southern way of life, 
history shows they were ineffective. However, their message 
of defense and justification was well-received by 
southerners. The South had no greater spokesmen for its 
cause than its clergy, especially the more educated and 
articulate Presbyterians. People below the Mason-Dixon line 
were sincerely devout and predominantly Protestant. Since 
religion has always helped establish and maintain acceptable 
standards for the community and provide a means of social 
control, it seemed only natural that southern preachers would 
speak out and attempt to address the exigence faced by the 
South. With the rising tide of northern reform wanting to 
remove the stain of slavery and considering the South to be 
morally base, southern Presbyterian ministers were compelled 
to defend and even justify slavery from a religious 
standpoint. Those Presbyterian apologists turned to the 
Bible to justify the South's peculiar institution and defend 
the piety of the southern way of life. Though their rhetoric 
did not resolve the exigence faced by the South, their 
message was applauded by southerners and their arguments 
became the core of the pro-slavery position.




The second element of the rhetorical situation is the 
concept of constraints. Bitzer defines constraints as a 
complex of persons, events, objects, and relations that have 
the power to dictate and control decisions and active 
responses needed to alter the exigence. Constraints 
"influence the rhetor and can be brought to bear upon the 
audience;"1 they compel thought and grab attention.2 
Constraints find their source in "beliefs, attitudes, 
documents, facts, traditions, images, interests, motives,3
1 Lloyd Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy 
and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 8, 6. See also, Lloyd Bitzer,
"Functional Communication: A Situational Perspective,"
Rhetoric in Transition: Studies in the Nature and Uses of 
Rhetoric, ed. Eugene E. White (University Park, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State U P, 1980) 23, 24.
2 Lloyd Bitzer, personal interview, 20 March 1990.
3 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8.
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emotions, arguments, public knowledge,"4 and even exigencies 
themselves can and do serve as constraints within the 
rhetorical situation.5
Bitzer views constraints as opportunities and 
limitations within the situation. They consist of (1) 
everything available to the orator that might induce change 
and (2) the receptiveness and demands existing in the 
situation at any given moment.6 When the rhetor enters the 
rhetorical situation, his discourse must control and direct 
the constraints within the given situation, as well as 
provide additional constraints. "The rhetor's central task 
is to discover and make use of proper constraints in his 
message in order that his response, in conjunction with other 
constraints operative in the situation, will influence the 
audience."7 John H. Patton observes that constraints help 
explain the factors an orator takes into consideration when 
deliberating about the form and content of the rhetorical
4 Lloyd Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public Knowledge," 
Rhetoric. Philosophy, and Literature: An Exploration, ed.
Don M. Burks (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue U P, 1978). Bitzer 
regards public knowledge as "that set of truths and values 
which would characterize a competent public" (p. 83). There 
will be further discussion and development of a "public" and 
public knowledge in Chapter 4 which addresses "the audience."
6 Bitzer, interview.
6 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 24.
7 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 23, 24.
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response in relation to the orator's perception of actual 
events and experiences.®
In "The Rhetorical Situation," Bitzer divided 
constraints into two classes. His classifications coincide 
with Aristotle's concept of inartistic and artistic proofs. 
The first classification, inartistic constraints, inherently 
exists and operates within a given situation prior to the 
orator's entrance into or recognition of the situation. All 
other constraints, artistic constraints, are those introduced 
and controlled by the orator and/or his method.5 Thus, a 
speaker' s credibility, invention, delivery, even the orator' s 
interpretive reactions to the situation which are designed to 
modify the situation, can be classified as artistic 
constraints.
Like Bitzer, Patton also subdivides constraints into two 
categories; objective elements and subjective elements. 
Documents, facts, and traditions are examples of constraints 
that would be classified as objective elements. Examples of 
subjective elements are beliefs, attitudes, and images. 
Patton believes the subjective constraints exert the greater 
influence in the rhetorical situation.10 For instance, the 
factuality of a historical event will be less constraining
8 John H. Patton, "Causation and Creativity in 
Rhetorical Situations: Distinctions and Implications," The
Quarterly Journal of Speech 65 (1979): 46.
5 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8.
10 Patton 45.
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than what is believed about the significance of the event. 
In determining and defining constraints, it is not only a 
matter of responding to external conditions, but also "a 
matter of internal cognitive and value systems" of the 
orator.11 When classified in this manner, "constraints 
reveal a basically pragmatic orientation and exist as answers 
to the question why, revealing the bases on which both 
rhetorical audiences and rhetors act."12
A given situation inherently contains certain types of 
problems arising from the communicative activity which 
influence and/or "impede the ongoing act and which can be 
partially or wholly removed by the appropriate use of 
certain . . . [rhetorical] devices."13 Within the given
situation the rhetor must be able to identify and formulate 
the problems, and present them in such a fashion as to 
facilitate their resolution by the audience involved in the 
rhetorical situation.14 The orator discerns and presents 
the problems (constraints) of the situation through the 
channel of his individual "perception." The situational 
theory, Patton argues, assumes that the perception of 
variables within the situation not only precedes any
11 Patton 52.
12 Patton 45.
13 K. E. Wilkerson, "On Evaluating Theories of Rhetoric," 
Philosophy and Rhetoric 3 (1970): 92.
14 Scott Consigny, "Rhetoric and Its Situations," 
Philosophy and Rhetoric 7 (1974): 176.
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rhetorical discourse, but is also a necessary condition for 
the production of any rhetorical discourse.15
Wilkerson observes that "it is the speaker's perception 
of his social context and his perception (anticipation) of 
the development of his communicative act" which aids in 
determining his message response.16 Modification of the 
message is brought about by means of responding to external 
data and feedback, and continual anticipation of expected 
feedback. The rhetor cannot respond without perceiving some 
constraint(s), and the subsequent response encounters events 
and experiences which form part of the reality comprising the 
rhetorical situation at hand.17 Thus, the perceptual 
orientation of the speaker functions as a constraint within 
the rhetorical situation. His perception(s) and intentions 
will influence how he interprets the situation and how he 
responds to the constraints within the situation. The 
introduction of responses by the orator into the situation 
constantly influences, alters, and/or realigns the dynamic 
between exigence, constraints, and audience. The orator's 
"fitting responses," then, are not only called forth by the 
demands of the situation, but also reveal his interpretive 
reaction designed to modify the situation. The rhetor's 
perception and personal intentions, as well as his "fitting
15 Patton 46, 47.
16 Wilkerson 92.
17 Patton 49.
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responses," play a significant part as constraints in the 
development and resolution of a rhetorical situation.
While the exigence (the problem at hand that demands 
attention and calls for resolution) remains the driving force 
of a rhetorical situation, some, if not all, of the 
constraints are always changing.18 This state of change and 
flux becomes a contributing factor for elements of a 
rhetorical situation going unperceived or misperceived. One 
of the strengths of the situational approach, according to 
Patton, is that it recognizes the potential of misperceiving 
situational constraints and "provides a perspective for 
distinguishing among degrees of accuracy or inaccuracy and 
clarity or unclarity in perceiving."19 In addition, Patton 
observes that the critic's account of observable data 
(constraints) within a given situation may differ from the 
orator's perceptions. In such events the critic's account 
may become truly explanatory by calling attention to key 
features of the situation which the rhetor either failed to 
perceive or misperceived to some degree.20
In the remainder of this chapter, specific historical 
elements occurring during the antebellum period will be 
discussed as constraints upon the mind of the southern 
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constraints will be examined under two classifications: 
religious constraints and sociopolitical constraints. It 
should be noted, however, that it is not the intent of the 
researcher to produce a history of the antebellum South. 
Rather, the purpose of examining and highlighting certain 
historical data is to try to determine the significant 
constraints influencing the southern Presbyterian minister 
and his audience during the antebellum period. The 
rhetorical significance of the events rested in the symbolic 
meaning with which they were invested. They were not just 
materially determined conditions, but symbolic invention that 
determined the way in which the material conditions were 
perceived. Thus, the constraints were rhetorically 
constructed. Their compelling influence originated not in 
the fact of their occurrence, but in the meaning of their 
occurrence.
Religious Constraints
The key religious event which occurred during the early 
nineteenth century was the Second Great Awakening. It was 
instrumental in establishing the definitions of what the 
nation understood as its identity, i.e. what it meant to be 
"American" and what was to be the nation's manifest destiny. 
In Revivals. Awakenings, and Reform, William McLoughlin
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argues that where "the First Awakening led to the creation of 
the American republic; . . . [the] Second Awakening led to
the solidification of the Union and the rise of Jacksonian 
participatory democracy."21 Following the Revolution and 
the consolidation of the thirteen colonies into a republic 
founded upon a written constitution, America emerged with an 
optimistic worldview. But compromises that had been 
necessary to ratify the Constitution were starting to show 
signs of strain. By 1800, new fears and doubts began to 
develop and surface. The infant nation, struggling for a 
sense of direction and trying to establish its own 
institutions, had lost its revolutionary drive and 
commitment. Individuals began to feel alienated and distant 
from the government, and began to lose their sense of 
identity. Though general agreement existed as to the 
nation's achievements and potential, considerable 
disagreement arose as to the course of direction, 
governmental leadership, and national development. 
Geographically, sectional differences increased; politically, 
expansionists clashed with those still looking toward Europe; 
and religiously, denominational beliefs and practices of the 
nation continued to fracture.22
21 William G. McLoughlin, Revivals. Awakenings, and 
Reform (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1978) 11.
22 Charles Sellers, Henry May, and Neil R. McMillen, A 
Synopsis of American History. 3rd ed. (Chicago: Rand McNally 
Publishing Co., 1974) 63-132.
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During the Second Awakening societal focus shifted to 
the individual. The individual was responsible for self- 
improvement, and in turn, improving his society. Out of this 
ideology emerged a new faith in the common man which was 
fundamental to Jacksonian democracy. The Second Great 
Awakening fostered a new understanding that Americans were a 
special people, "chosen by God to perfect the world."23 
Philosophical and theological conflicts had arisen between 
the worldviews of the Calvinists and the new Enlightenment 
rationalists. The Calvinists stressed the depravity of 
mankind and predestination, while the rationalists 
accentuated man's innate goodness, reasonableness, and free 
will. The heritage of piety gave traditional strength to the 
Calvinists, but the recent experience and success of fighting 
for independence lent credence to the rationalists.
This philosophical controversy found its way into the 
theological realm. Calvinism taught that the fate of 
individuals and nations rested in the mysterious and 
unpredictable will of God. But to many, this concept of 
predestination seemed too fatalistic. The rationalists 
believed that God (whatever and wherever He might be) 
governed by reason and with benevolence, and that His aim was 
to further the happiness and well-being of mankind. If man's 
reason could be viewed as God-given then the education of
23 McLoughlin, Revivals 105.
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that reason would allow mankind to understand God's ways and 
act in harmony with them.24
The greatest impact of the theological controversy 
centered upon the doctrine of predestination and the 
responsibility of man, free will. The point of friction 
concerned the agency of man in bringing about the 
regeneration of the soul. In practical terms the conflict 
pertained to the impact and influence the preacher might have 
in bringing about the immediacy of conversion. 
Philosophically, however, if immediate conversion was 
possible by an act of the human will in response to grace 
extended to man by God, then man played a significant role in 
the regeneration process and God's sovereignty seemed much 
less arbitrary. This gave greater power to man’s will and 
made him more accountable for his choices and capabilities. 
If man played an active role in his salvation, then it only 
stood to reason that he could also play an active role in the 
salvation of his society. If human nature could be renovated 
and reformed, then so could the nature of society.
What emerged was a hybrid theology which incorporated 
aspects of both Calvinism and Arminianism25 -- having 
Calvinistic roots, but bearing Arminian fruit. Arminianism, 
simply put, holds to the absolute free will of mankind. The
24 McLoughlin, Revivals 100.
25 Edward Riley Crowther, "Southern Protestants, Slavery 
and Secession: A Study in Religious Ideology, 1830-1861," 
diss., Auburn U, 1986, 11.
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major point of division between Calvinism and Arminianism is 
the degree of human freedom. The difference between the two 
theological positions can best be understood as viewing the 
same scenario from two different reference points. The 
reference point for Arminianism is man, and the reference 
point for Calvinism is God. While the Calvinist influence 
saw God as the Provider and Initiator, the Arminian influence 
saw man as the agent implementing and administering the plan 
of God. As man worked in harmony with God's will, then both 
the individual and society became pliable, reformable, and 
perfectible. The force of this assumption matured in the 
wake of the Second Great Awakening and gave rise to the 
notion of perfectionism and millennial optimism.26
The doctrine of perfection initially concentrated on the 
individual believer's potential to put away sin in his or her 
life. It was believed and advocated that the Christian could 
restrain the evil impulses in his life and fulfill his 
obligations through obedience to God's law.27 This directly 
influenced the convert's social involvement, since it stood 
to reason that reformed individuals could bring about the 
same results in society. All sin was believed to exist in 
selfishness, while all holiness and virtue were thought to 
reside in benevolence. Benevolence was seen as "good will"
26 McLoughlin, Revivals 114.
27 William G. McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism: Charles 
Grandison Finnev to Billy Graham (New York: The Ronald Press 
Co., 1959) 105.
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and desiring the happiness of others. Since God's own 
happiness was believed to consist in Kis benevolence, then 
the individual1s "do-goodism, by advancing the happiness of 
the universe in general, advanced the will of God."28 This 
served as a primary motivation for engaging in the manifold 
reform movements of the day.
Another factor influencing the concept of perfection was 
the doctrine of millennialism, specifically 
postmiliennialism. The optimistic outlook of
postmillennialism held that the spread of Christianity by 
means of evangelism would move the world toward a state of 
perfection and that gradual improvement would convert this 
world into God's world. The millennium, a thousand-year 
period of universal peace and prosperity, would usher in the 
return of Christ and the final establishment of God's kingdom 
on earth. Jack Maddex, Jr., states, "The deepest faith they 
could invest in their social system was to believe that God 
was shaping it into the form of the future millennial 
society."29 Postmillennialism uniquely "blended providence 
with progress."30 Armed with the incentive of ushering in 
the kingdom of God here on earth and the belief that man was
28 McLoughlin, Modern Revivalism 103.
29 Jack P. Maddex, Jr., "Proslavery Millennialism: 
Social Eschatology in Antebellum Southern Calvinism," 
American Quarterly 31 (1979): 46.
30 Maddex, "Proslavery Millennialism" 48.
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a moral free agent, many Americans set about the task of 
changing and reforming the individual and society.
The emergence of philosophical, theological, and social 
change proved too great a strain on the Presbyterian 
denomination, producing disruption and division among its 
members. The denomination began to divide into two schools 
of thought, the New School and the Old School. The New 
School had a strong New England and Congregational 
background, and in the wake of the Second Great Awakening 
pursued a softer Calvinism. The Old School, on the other 
hand, held fast to the "good old doctrines" of strict 
Calvinism.31 Members of the New School aggressively 
promoted new strategies in evangelism and revivalism, 
reinterpreted the standards of the Westminster Confession, 
and began practicing new forms of inter-denominational 
cooperation.32 The Old School's unwillingness to accept any 
alterations in its Calvinist doctrines also predisposed it to 
not tamper with existing social order. In fact, where the 
New School was comprised of strong Abolitionist forces, the 
Old School was dominated by the southern pro-slavery 
position.33
31 Irving Stoddard Kull, "Presbyterian Attitudes Toward 
Slavery," Church History 7 (1938): 106.
32 C. C. Goen, Broken Churches. Broken Nation: 
Denominational Schisms and the Coming of the American Civil 
War (Atlanta: Mercer U P, 1985) 68.
33 Kull 106, 107, 109.
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Both sides jockeyed for power at the annual General
Assemblies. Finally, in 1836, New School leaders established
Union Theological Seminary as a progressive seminary in an
effort to counter the influence of Princeton, the Old School
bastion.34 Thoroughly aroused by such an action, Old School
leaders decided the only way to preserve the Presbyterian
tradition and heritage was to excise those of the New School
from the church. The final split of the Presbyterian Church
into Old and New Schools in 1837 was chiefly concerned with
doctrinal matters and missionary methods, although the
abolitionism of the New School men without a doubt hastened
the breach.35 However, C. C. Goen argues that "the slavery
dispute was the fundamental issue in the ecclesiastical
rupture."35 Following the 1837 split, all of the expelled
New School synods denounced slavery as a sin against God and
man.37 In fact, so strong was the anti-slavery sentiment in
the New School that by 1846 the General Assembly of the New
School made the following declaration:
[T]he system of slavery, as it exists in the 
United States, . . .  is intrinsically an 
unrighteous and oppressive system, and is opposed 
to the prescriptions of the law of God, to the
34 Goen 68.
35 Kull 106, 107; also Goen 66-68.
35 Goen 11.
37 Kull 110, 111.
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spirit and precepts of the gospel, and to the best 
interests of humanity.38
The orthodoxy of the Old School Presbyterians and the 
theological conservatism of the Old South formed a natural 
alliance. Presbyterians in the antebellum South
predominantly belonged to the Old School church and 
"contributed to Southern intellectual life out of proportion 
to their numbers in the region."39 Those of the Old School 
who more actively opposed anti-slavery and abolition 
sentiment tended to have a more conservative theological 
viewpoint and to uphold a more stringent orthodox 
Calvinism.40 Larry Tise observed in his research, "The 
Interregional Appeal of Proslavery Thought: An Ideological
Profile of the Antebellum American Clergy," that the 
religious persuasion of the families in which pro-slavery 
ministers grew up was primarily Presbyterian. Tise also 
noted that those pro-slavery clerics with strong Calvinist 
theological leanings outweighed all others.41 The
Calvinistic underpinnings of Old School Presbyterianism
38 Albert Barnes, "Minutes of the Assembly for 1846," in 
The Church and Slavery (Philadelphia: n.p., 1857) 76-78.
39 Maddex, "Proslavery Millennialism" 47; also see Walter 
Brownlow Posey, The Presbyterian Church in the Old Southwest, 
1778-1838 (Richmond: John Knox Press, 1952) 126 and Kull 106.
40 David T. Bailey, Shadow on the Church: Southwestern 
Evangelical Religion and the Issue of Slavery, 1783-1860 
(Ithica: Cornell U P, 1985) 120.
41 Larry Tise, "The Interregional Appeal of Proslavery 
Thought: An Ideological Profile of the Antebellum American 
Clergy," Plantation Society in the Americas 1 (1979): 67.
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espoused a worldview dominated by predestination,42 and
their convictions of predestination persuaded them to leave
the southern social order intact. They argued that Jesus
would not overthrow an established social order, but would
choose to work within the confines of that social order. In
fact, James H. Thornwell, noted Southern Presbyterian
minister and theologian, argued that,
. . . [W]e are far from admitting . . . that the
proper end of the church is the direct promotion 
of universal good. It has no commission to 
construct society afresh, to adjust its elements 
in different proportions, [or] to rearrange the 
distribution of its political constituencies.43
The Old School Presbytery of South Carolina expressed a
similar position in October of 1836:
[T]he church has no right to prescribe rules and 
dictate principles which can bind or affect the 
conscience in reference to slavery; and any such 
attempt would constitute ecclesiastical tyranny;
. . . and whosoever has a conscience too tender to 
recognize this relation as lawful . . . has
submitted his neck to the yoke of man, sacrificed 
his Christian liberty of conscience, and leaves 
the infallible word of God for the fancies and 
doctrines of men.44
From this theological position of predestination, the
ministers concluded that some had been placed in authority
over others by the providential hand of God. Those in
42 Crowther 31.
43 James H. Thornwell, Report on the Subject of Slavery 
Presented to the Synod of South Carolina. November 6, 1851 
(Columbia: Steam-power Press of A. S. Johnston, 1852) 4.
44 Minutes of the Harmony Presbytery in Zebulon Crocker, 
The Catastrophe of the Presbyterian Church in 1837 (New 
Haven: n.p., 1837) 64.
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authority had a responsibility to teach their subordinates to 
do good and to punish them when they did wrong. Though it 
was believed the subordinate's position could change, it 
could only happen according to divine timing, "and could not 
be hurried along by the machinations of man."45
Many southern Presbyterian clergy argued that
ecclesiastical harmony could only be achieved and maintained 
by limiting the "church's responsibility to the moral 
relationship between master and slave and to deny it the 
right to question the existence of a civil institution, such 
as slavery."45 The primary responsibility for defending the 
morality of the institution of slavery fell to the southern 
minister. He emerged as the element of southern society most 
concerned with the non-economic apology for slavery.47
At the turn of the nineteenth century, most southern
clergymen, including Presbyterians, would have labeled
slavery as an evil to be tolerated.48 In fact, many
southern Calvinists echoed northern churchmen's hope and 
assumption that slavery would be a temporary institution, 
believing as mankind progressed toward the millennium,
45 Crowther 115.
46 Charles C. Bishop, "The Pro-Slavery Argument 
Reconsidered: James Henley Thornwell, Millennial
Abolitionist," The South Carolina Magazine 73 (1972): 19.
47 Bishop 18.
48 Crowther 67.
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institutions that were harmful would fall to the wayside.49 
Eventually, however, the southern clerical position "began to 
shift toward a more affirmative conception of slavery in 
general, and in favor of the variety practiced in the 
American South in particular."50 One of the earliest pro­
slavery advocates to articulate his position publicly was 
Reverend James Smylie of the Presbytery of Mississippi. 
Reverend Smylie first put forth his views in a sermon which 
he later published in pamphlet form. In this pamphlet, A 
Review of the Letter from the Presbytery of Chillicothe. to 
the Presbytery of Mississippi, on the Subject of Slavery, 
Smylie stated,
I have, years ago, entered seriously on the 
investigation of the question, is slavery in 
itself sinful —  and, on examination of the 
scriptures, and facts as brought to light by 
history . . . have arrived at the conviction, that 
slavery, itself, is not sinful.51
Several factors contributed to this shift of opinion 
among southern Presbyterian clergy. First, the cornerstone 
of the southern region and its society was an agrarian 
economy. Slavery became very profitable in conjunction with 
growing staple crops, especially cotton. Jack Maddex argues 
that any remaining vestiges of anti-slavery opinion among
49 Maddex , "Proslavery Millennialism" 49.
50 Crowther 67.
51 James Smylie, A Review of a Letter from the Presbytery 
of Chillicothe. to the Presbytery of Mississippi, on the 
Subject of Slavery (Woodville, MS: Wm. A. Norris & Co., 1836) 
15-16.
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southern clergy, particularly Presbyterians, went by the 
wayside with the onslaught of the cotton boom.52 Second, 
the increase of Abolitionist attacks challenged and 
threatened the South's sense of honor and morality, driving 
many southerners to hold on to slavery out of a sense of 
pride. As a result, southern Presbyterian ministers were 
inspired to find scriptural justifications to defend and 
confirm the South's honor, morality, and peculiar 
institution. Crowther argues that the rise of abolitionism 
served as the catalyst in this shift of southern ministerial 
opinion on slavery, from viewing slavery as a "tolerated 
evil" to considering it a "positive good".53 Third, the 
South suffered from certain phobias concerning its culture 
and social structure.54 Every white person in the South 
knew his position in society. They belonged to the "white 
aristocracy," while all slaves made up the "mudsill" of 
southern society. No matter what financial standing a white 
person had in the antebellum South, there was always "white 
equality" because the slaves were at the bottom of the 
southern social stratification. Southerners feared slave 
uprisings and rebellions would incite the slave population to
52 Jack P. Maddex, Jr., "'The Southern Apostasy1 
Revisited: The Significance of Proslavery Christianity," 
Marxist Perspectives Fall (1979): 134.
53 Crowther 129; see also Walter Brownlow Posey, The 
Presbyterian Church in the Old Southwest. 1778-1838 
(Richmond: John Knox Press, 1952) 81-82.
54 Crowther 68.
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revolt against the southern social order, though very few 
uprisings actually occurred. In general, southern
Presbyterians feared any change in their social structure 
that might alter the South's white equality and racial unity. 
Finally, the shift in opinion from viewing slavery as a 
"tolerated evil" to that of a "positive good" was solidified 
by the scriptural literalism espoused by Old School Calvinism 
in the South. Southern Presbyterian ministers argued that 
the Scriptures acknowledged the existence of slavery as a 
legitimate system without evaluating it as bad or temporary. 
The Bible, they believed, was purposefully silent as to 
slavery being a sin or an evil to be extinguished.55
Arguments along these lines served to turn the southern 
clerical position on slavery. By 1850, some Presbyterian 
ministers in the South were going so far as to claim a divine 
guarantee of slavery's continuance throughout all of history. 
John T. Hendrick, pastor of the Presbyterian church of 
Clarksville, Tennessee, held that the Ten Commandments 
assumed the perpetuation of slavery "in all time to come."56 
Some southern Presbyterian clergy preached that God had 
chosen them and the South to defend the pro-slavery truth
55 Maddex, "Proslavery Millennialism" 49.
56 John T. Hendrick, Union and Slavery: A Thanksgiving 
Sermon (Clarksville, TN: C. 0. Faxon, 1851) 18.
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against the nation’s liberal errors.57 In a Thanksgiving 
Day sermon, Benjamin M. Palmer declared that the providential 
trust of the southern people "is to conserve and to 
perpetuate the institution of domestic slavery as now 
existing.1,58
Northern Abolitionists grew increasingly less tolerant 
of the South and its peculiar institution which they 
considered sinful. Many northern Presbyterians began to 
demand more stringent denominational legislation on 
slaveholding. Still, the views held by southern Presbyterian 
church leaders of slavery's justness and its continuation 
proved to be "sufficient to rally their hearers against any 
anti-slavery efforts."59 In general pro-slavery
Presbyterian clerics defended the southern social system 
against all outside attackers and "encouraged godly 
Southerners to resist those liberal, Northern 
manifestations."60 Pro-slavery apologists of the southern
57 James H. Thornwell, The Collected Writings of James 
Henley Thornwell. eds. John B. Adger and John L. Girardeau, 
4 vols. (Richmond: Presbyterian Committee of Publication, 
1871-73) 4: 405.
58 Benjamin Morgan Palmer, Thanksgiving Sermon (New York: 
George F. Nesbit & Co., 1861) 7.
59 Maddex, Proslaverv Millennialism 54-55.
60 Crowther 11-12.
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Presbyterian ranks discovered that defending slavery was "in 
effect defending southern society itself."61
Sociopolitical Constraints
A number of national events occurred which influenced 
southern attitudes, created a sense of sectional identity, 
and produced a feeling of nationalism in the South. Prior to 
the transportation revolution of the early nineteenth century 
the river system which connected the West and South made the 
South a principal component in transportation to the East and 
Europe. The construction of railroads and canals through the 
Great Lakes region diverted transportation West to East, 
bypassing the South. Generally, the South was left out of 
most national internal improvements like transportation, and 
the banks favored industry rather than agriculture. As 
western and eastern ties developed and expanded, it caused 
the South to become increasingly isolated. This produced an 
unusual dichotomy. While the South was agriculturally 
independent, it was at the same time industrially dependent
51 John B. Boles, "Evangelical Protestantism in the 
South: From Religious Dissent to Cultural Dominance,"
Religion in the South, ed. Charles Reagan Wilson (Jackson, 
MS: U P of Mississippi, 1985) 29.
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on the North. The South began to look for ways to offset the 
strengthening bonds between the West and the East.62
The Missouri Compromise of 1820 solidified the sectional 
identity of the South. It reopened the controversy of 
whether the Federal government had the right to legislate the 
legality or illegality of slavery in a given state. The 
Compromise provided for the creation of the state of Maine 
from part of the state of Massachusetts. In addition, a line 
was drawn at the 36-degree-30-minute parallel which refused 
admission of any slave states into the Union north of that 
line. To offset the added legislative power produced by 
creating a new northern state, the Missouri Compromise 
allowed the state of Missouri to remain a slave state above 
the 36-degree-30-minute parallel demarcation line. The 
Missouri Compromise established the precedent that the 
Federal government could in fact legislate concerning 
slavery.63
The Tariff of 1828 became an issue of real political 
division between the South and the Northeast. Tariffs in 
general tended to hurt the South because other countries who 
paid the tariffs on their exports retaliated by placing a 
tariff on United States exports. The South exported much of 
its staple crops, especially cotton, to Europe. This
62 Sellers 107-118.
63 William J. Cooper, Jr., Liberty and Slavery: Southern 
Politics to 1860 (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1983) 139-42.
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resulted in the South carrying the brunt of Europe's economic 
retaliation by paying more for the goods protected by the 
tariffs which were primarily industrial products from the 
Northeast. Revered spokesman for the South, John C. Calhoun 
of South Carolina, wanted adjustments made on the Tariff of 
1828 that would be more favorable for South Carolina and the 
South. When those desired changes were not forthcoming, 
Calhoun resorted to the political doctrine of nullification 
and led South Carolina to declare the Tariff of 1828 
unconstitutional, and null and void. Though the other
southern states thought South Carolina had gone too far in 
nullifying the Tariff, it proved to be a significant 
political battle pitting the southern view of States' rights 
against the northern view of the Union. Refusing to be 
manipulated by South Carolina or Calhoun, President Jackson 
combined tariff conciliations with military coercion to bring 
about a compromise along with South Carolina's rescission of 
its nullification stance.64 As the South experienced a
decline in political clout and influence over national 
affairs, feelings of betrayal, distrust, fear, and
64 Glyndon G. VanDeusen, The Jacksonian Era: 1828-1848
(New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1963) 70-80; See also 
Cooper, Liberty 165, 166, 170-75.
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defensiveness possessed southerners and produced a spirit of 
separatism and sectionalism.65
In the aftermath of the Mexican War which ended in the 
summer of 1848, the United States took possession of what is 
now California and the bulk of the modern Southwest. The 
gold rush of 1848 made it necessary for California to 
establish a government, and for the United States government 
to act immediately. President Zachary Taylor, wanting to 
avoid the conflict of the territorial phase altogether, 
pushed to have California admitted into the Union without 
delay and subsequent early admission of the remaining Mexican 
Cession as New Mexico. The South was concerned about the 
admission of new "free" states into the Union because of the 
shifting balance of power in the national government toward 
northern interests. As conflict and controversy escalated, 
Henry Clay of Kentucky stepped forward to rally the forces of 
moderation and compromise and proposed the Compromise of 
1850. Clay presented a series of proposals which were
designed to diffuse the sectional tension.
There were five provisions to the Compromise of 1850. 
First, California was to be admitted as a free state.
Second, the remainder of the Mexican Cession was to be
organized into two territories, Utah and New Mexico, with no
66 Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern 
Sectionalism, 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 
1948) ix-xi, vol. 5 of History of the South, eds. Wendell 
Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
8 8
reference to slavery made. This left the issue to be decided 
by the inhabitants of the territories, and allowed both the 
North and the South to believe there was the possibility of 
influencing the new territories to their respective sides on 
the issue of slavery. Third, the boundaries of New Mexico 
were to be adjusted eastward, incorporating part of Texas. 
In return for the lost land, Texas' public debt was to be 
assumed by the United States government. Fourth, the slave 
trade (not slavery) was to be abolished in the District of 
Columbia. Finally, fugitive slave laws were made more 
stringent and were placed under federal jurisdiction.
Unfortunately, the Compromise of 1850, though passed by 
means of political maneuvering, did not help mend the rift 
between the North and South. In fact, the provision 
establishing stricter fugitive slave laws which were to be 
enforced by the federal government outraged and antagonized 
most northerners. It caused many in the North who were 
undecided or apathetic about the slavery issue to take an 
anti-slavery position. The overall effect of the Compromise 
of 1850 served to polarize the North and the South and 
created more sectional distance between the two. Ultimately, 
it galvanized many northerners to express more hostility 
toward- the South's "peculiar institution."66
66 William J. Cooper, Jr., The South and the Politics of 
Slavery. 1828 - 1856 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 1978) 
284-304. See also Cooper, Liberty 232-38; and Sellers 173- 
74.
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In an attempt to secure and organize territories of the 
West so that a railroad could be built connecting Chicago and 
San Francisco, Stephen Douglas of Illinois proposed the 
Kansas-Nebraska Bill. The senate opposed Douglas' initial 
proposal, so he had to make some concessions to enable the 
bill to pass. The first concession allowed popular 
sovereignty rather than the government to decide the issue of 
slavery in the two new territories of Kansas and Nebraska. 
The second concession repealed the Missouri Compromise in the 
two new areas which at least allowed the possibility of 
slavery to exist in both Kansas and Nebraska. The bill 
passed in 1854, but the results proved to be less than 
favorable. The Kansas-Nebraska Act raised unreasonable 
expectations in the South about the existence of slavery in 
the two new territories. It also further antagonized 
northerners by taking territories that had been settled as 
"free" territories under the auspices of the Missouri 
Compromise, and submitted them to the possibility of becoming 
slave territories. The Kansas-Nebraska Act fostered 
bloodshed in Kansas, increased suspicion and distrust on the 
part of southerners, and undermined the power and influence 
of the existing Democratic party. It intensified sectional 
differences and identities, and broadened the breach between 
the North and the South.67
67 David M. Potter, The Impending Crisis. 1848-1861 (New 
York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1976) 160-71. See also
Cooper, South 347-58; and Cooper, Liberty 240-43.
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Another key national event which impacted southern 
attitudes was the Dred Scott decision of 1857. Dred Scott, 
a slave, belonged to an army surgeon of Missouri named John 
Emerson. In 1843, Emerson died, leaving his estate and 
slaves to his wife. Scott brought suit against Mrs. Emerson 
for his freedom on the grounds that residing in the state of 
Illinois and the territory of Wisconsin while serving the 
Emersons made him free. Since the Missouri Compromise 
forbade slavery in any part of the Louisiana Purchase north 
of the 36-degree-30-minute parallel, Scott believed he should 
be free because he moved and resided with the Emerson's north 
of that parallel. Scott lost the initial trial, but appealed 
and a verdict was given in his favor. Mrs. Emerson appealed 
to the Missouri Supreme Court which in turn reversed the 
lower court's decision, refusing to grant Scott his freedom.
Meanwhile, Mrs. Emerson remarried and moved with her new 
husband to Massachusetts. She left Dred Scott in Missouri 
with her brother, John Sanford. This made it possible for 
Scott to file another suit for his freedom, this time against 
Sanford. The suit was filed in the St. Louis Federal Circuit 
Court. Again, the court ruled against Scott, but this time 
he was able to appeal to the United States Supreme Court. 
The U.S. Supreme Court decided that since Dred Scott was a 
slave, he was not a United States citizen, and therefore did 
not have the right to bring legal action against John 
Sanford. In announcing the Supreme Court's decision, Chief
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Justice Roger Taney also gave a dictum stating that 
emancipated slaves and their descendants could not become 
citizens. In addition, Taney argued that Congress had no 
authority to decide for a territory on the issue of slavery 
and pronounced the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional based 
upon the "due process" clause of the Fifth Amendment. The 
North never accepted or abided by the Dred Scott decision. 
But the decision did fuel the fire of southern vehemence by 
giving judicial support to the South's "peculiar 
institution."
While political and judicial events sent ripples 
throughout the nation, the social reform that altered the 
face of society in the North had a much more subtle effect on 
society in the South. Reform in the South remained on a 
personal moral level, seeking to elevate people spiritually 
rather than moving to a social level. Though southerners did 
involve themselves with reform on behalf of prisoners, the 
insane, and more humane treatment for the deaf, dumb, and 
blind, ". . . they did not go so far as to call for a
restructuring of the social order . . . . "6S McLoughlin
suggests that demography and environment were significant 
factors which help explain the differences in the reform 
movement in the North and South following the Second Great
68 Anne C. Loveland, Southern Evangelicals and the Social 
Order. 1800-1860 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 1980) 
162.
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Awakening.69 The strong industrialization of the North, 
endless schisms, and theological debates created major social 
shifts and changes. Though similar things occurred in the 
South, reform was far less reaching than in the North, and it 
did not affect the firmly established agrarian-based society 
that existed in the South as much as it affected the northern 
society.
Religion in the South has long been used to support 
society and buttress the southern moral tradition. James 
Farmer argues that when theology clashed with the dominant 
ideology of the culture, theology changed.70 In the 
aftermath of the Second Awakening, southern Presbyterians 
came to consider social reform as the personal moral reform 
that strengthened the existing southern society and brought 
order to the local community, i.e. "restraining violence, 
strengthening self-discipline, and encouraging familial and 
neighborly responsibilities for good behavior."71 Though 
Presbyterian churches in the South wanted to impact and 
affect southern society, they were not concerned with 
reordering society. Southern Presbyterians supported 
benevolent reform on an individual and personal level, but if 
reform meant rearranging the social order, it was misguided
69 McLoughlin, Revivals 133.
70 James Oscar Farmer, Jr., The Metaphysical Confederacy: 
James Henley Thornwell and the Synthesis of Southern Values 
(Macon, GA: Mercer U P, 1986) 201.
71 McLoughlin, Revivals 133.
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and "un-Christian."72 The average God-fearing Presbyterian 
was more concerned with evangelism and personal improvement, 
both for the individual's own good and "for the good that 
they in turn might do for the cause of religion.1,73
For the South, the Second Awakening served to confirm 
the prevalent lifestyle and culture, and to increase 
religious homogeneity.74 With a growing sense of sectional 
unity and God's approbation, southerners did not believe 
extensive reform was necessary in the South. According to 
Edward Crowther, " . . .  benevolent activities of the church 
did not and were never supposed to affect the social and 
economic foundations in the South."75 Due to the South's 
understanding and strong conviction of the separation of 
church and state, anything beyond personal behavior dealt 
with politics, and politics was not the concern of the 
church. Mixing social reform with spiritual matters went too 
much against the grain of the traditional southern way of 
life. It threatened communities rather than strengthened 
them. It promised disorder and upheaval when the function of 
religion was to promote peace and unity. In Revivals, 
Awakenings, and Reform. William McLoughlin observes,
72 McLoughlin, Revivals 137.
73 Loveland 205, 166.
74 McLoughlin, Revivals 137.
75 Crowther 33.
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In a land with little real poverty, no urban slums 
or factory towns, minimal cultural conflict with 
Roman Catholic immigrants, with the Indians
removed to the West and the blacks considered
childlike beneficiaries of civilization, the white 
southerner felt that his region of the nation was 
already closer to millennial perfection than any 
other part of the country.76
Since the reform impulse in the South was committed to 
maintaining social order, reform interests and activities 
focused on elements within society which appeared to threaten 
social stability. Southern social reform involved individual
moral stewardship, and "what better exemplified this
humanitarian guardianship over others than the paternalism of 
slavery?"77 Abolitionists of the North, however, saw 
slavery, not as humanitarian care, but as a blemish on the 
face of American ideals, a scar which needed to be 
eliminated. Since the institution of slavery was not seen by 
southern Presbyterians as an evil, it was not something they 
felt needed to be eradicated. Presbyterian ministers in the 
South accused northern reformers of depending on individual 
conscience alone to determine God's will, rather than looking 
to the Bible for definitions of right and wrong.78 Southern 
Presbyterian clergy believed the individual conscience alone 
without Biblical support was not sufficient, even dangerous,
76 McLoughlin, Revivals 136-37.
Drew Gilpin Faust, "Evangelicalism and the Meaning of 
the Proslavery Argument: The Reverend Thornton Stringfellow
of Virginia," The Virginia Magazine of History and Biography 
85 (1977): 10.
78 Faust 11.
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in its pursuit of reform. When addressing economic and 
political questions, it is possible for those of opposing 
views to find a way to compromise. But in the spirit of 
American antebellum religion, God would not condone 
compromise between moral right and moral wrong, nor could 
those who professed to be true followers. "[0]nce 
abolitionists had catalogued slavery as sinful and Southern 
defenders had catalogued it as a thing that was right in the 
sight of God, compromise was impossible.”79
Strategy and Ideology: Imported Constraints Revealed
in the Sermons
As discussed earlier, Bitzer classifies constraints into 
two categories: (1) those inherently present within a given
situation prior to the rhetor's entrance into or recognition 
of the situation, and (2) those introduced and controlled by 
the rhetor and/or his method.80 Joseph Tabarlet labeled 
these two categories of constraints as "inherent" and 
"imported.1,81 Constraints given by the situation are 
"inherent" and constraints brought to the situation by the
79 Sydnor 299.
80 Bitzer "Rhetorical Situation," 8.
81 Joseph 0. Tabarlet, "Ross Barnett and Desegregation 
in Mississippi: A Situational Analysis of Selected 
Speeches," thesis, Louisiana State U, 1987, 41-42.
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orator are "imported." Examples of imported constraints 
would be the orator's credibility, invention, delivery, and 
interpretive reactions to the situation. The constraints 
examined up to this point were inherent in that they existed 
within the situation apart from the rhetor. The inherent 
religious constraints were of primary significance in their 
bearing upon the nature of rhetorical choices made by the 
Presbyterian preachers in the antebellum South. Affecting 
both the ministers and their congregations, the inherent 
religious constraints identified were: the doctrine of
predestination adhered to by southern Presbyterians, 
perfectionism and its impact on social reform, the division 
of the Presbyterian denomination into Old School (holding to 
traditional Calvinist doctrines and resistant to change) and 
New School (advocating a softer Calvinism and doctrinal 
change), and the belief in the Holy Scriptures as the 
absolute truth.
Of interest in the remainder of this chapter are the 
imported constraints that each preacher brought to their 
respective situations. Analysis of these selected pro­
slavery sermons by southern Presbyterian ministers revealed 
the rhetorical strategies they employed and the ideological 
themes to which they appealed in developing and supporting 
their ideas. Three particular strategies emerged from the 
investigation of the sermons. These strategies were 
suggested by Andrew King in his work Power & Communication.
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They are: manipulating the context by expansion, manipulating 
the context by contraction, and tribal piety.
Manipulating the context by expansion involves 
broadening the perimeters of an argument or issue in order to 
make it look bigger than it really is. Rev. Cassells 
employed this tactic when he asserted "that it was far better 
for Christian nations to hold them [Negroes] in slavery, than 
for them to be enslaved by other nations more cruel and 
oppressive.1,82 His intent was to take attention away from 
the institution of slavery as it existed in the South and 
broaden the focus to include atrocities committed against 
slaves around the world. Rev. Hamilton attempted to expand 
the institution of slavery into a tool in the hands of God, 
not just a self-serving and oppressive man-made system. 
"[T]he existence of slavery in [southern] society . . . may, 
in the view of Infinite Wisdom, be indispensable to the 
attainment of the greatest possible good."83 For southern 
Presbyterians the "greatest possible good" meant the 
development of character, the increase of righteousness, and 
the experience of salvation. Hamilton also used the tactic 
of expansion to indicate the extent of damage emancipating 
the slaves would produce in the South. "[T]he sudden 
introduction of any great change in society must be
82 Cassells 3.
83 Hamilton 16.
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hazardous, and may be widely destructive."*4 Rev. Thornwell 
manipulated the context by expanding his understanding of the 
moral character of slavery from the specific details 
surrounding slavery to the nature of slavery and its 
respective relationships. Thornwell stated that the moral 
character of the institution of slavery "cannot turn upon the 
incidental circumstances of the system, upon the defective 
arrangements of the details . . . ; it must turn upon the
nature of the relation itself . . . .  "8S
Manipulating the context by means of contraction
consists of reducing the significance or importance of an
argument or issue in order to make it appear smaller them it
really is. This tactic focuses upon the effects of a problem
rather than the causes —  upon the problems within the system
instead of problems with the system. Illustrating this
strategy, Rev. Wilson stated:
[W]e do find, as a matter of historical fact, that 
among all people, during all the periods of time, 
there have been those . . . whom the very law of
necessity itself has made servants to the 
other . . . .  The simple question is, what must 
be the nature of this service? The answer is, 
that its nature depends upon circumstances.85
A little later in his sermon, Rev. Wilson argued that the
only way slavery could be wrong was if the relationship
between masters and servants was abused. But, he continued,
84 Hamilton 16.
85 Thornwell Rights and Duties. 415-16.
86 Wilson 8,9.
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that in no way implied that the institution of slavery itself 
was wrong.87 Rev. Hamilton also used the strategy of 
contraction in a similar way when he stated, "the abuse of a 
thing is no part of the thing itself."88 Hamilton 
concentrated his arguments upon the abuses within the system 
of slavery rather than on the institution of slavery itself 
being abusive. "[T]he institution already exists among us, 
and, however it may have been originated, the only question 
for us to ponder is, How [sic], under these circumstances, 
shall we act?"89
In discussing the Constitutional guarantee that all men 
are created free, equal, and endowed with the inalienable 
right of freedom, Rev. Jacobs manipulated the context through 
contraction by shifting attention away from the statement of 
principle to circumstances as they actually existed. Using 
examples of countries and people outside the boundaries of 
the United States, Jacobs contended that all men were not 
free and equal, nor was liberty an inalienable right. 
Liberty "in every state of society, and under every form of 
government on earth . . .  is in various modes, and in various 
degrees constantly alienated."90 Rev. Ross in his sermon 
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positive effects slavery had on the Negro slave. By using 
the tactic of contraction, Ross argued that the status and 
condition of the slave in the South had been elevated in 
comparison to his black brethren in Africa. By confining his 
argument to a comparison of the circumstances surrounding the 
slave and the "pagan savage" in Africa, Ross concluded that 
slavery was the better condition under which to live.’1
A third argumentative strategy employed by these pro­
slavery Presbyterian clergy was that of "tribal piety." This 
strategy, according to King, revolves around a collective 
adherence to a "moral alliance"92 —  a higher value or 
calling that serves as a common bond. Throughout the pro­
slavery sermons investigated in this study, repeated 
references were made to the South's responsibility to guard 
slavery as a God-given sacred trust. These Presbyterian 
ministers articulated the South's obligation to protect 
slavery in terms of accountability, spiritual integrity, and 
honor. The use of "tribal piety" provided a unifying 
rationale around which southerners could rally and feel the 
assurance of God's directing hand. The South, declared Rev. 
Ross, had "the highest and the noblest responsibility ever 
given by Him [God] to individual private men on all the face 
of the earth."93 As far as Ross was concerned, God had
91 Ross "Buffalo," 29.
92 King 35.
93 Ross "New York," 67-68.
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entrusted the South to train the slaves, to civilize them,
and give them the gospel of Christ. Other southern
Presbyterian ministers said similar things:
[0]urs is the sober and onward work of protecting, 
defending, and promoting the tremendous moral 
trust which God in his providence has placed in 
our hands.94
[L]et us take care of the trust committed to 
us,let us act wisely and faithfully towards them, 
and not ruin our country and both races by the 
folly of the abolitionists and disunionists .9S
[The South has a divine obligation] to conserve 
and to perpetuate the institution of domestic 
slavery as now existing. . . . [W]e will stand by 
our trust: and God be with the right!96
Ideological themes to which the pro-slavery clergy 
appealed also served as imported constraints to their 
respective rhetorical situations. Several repeated themes 
emerged from an analysis of the sermons. The strongest and 
most recurrent theme was the use of Biblical examples of 
slavery and the appeal to Scriptural literalism. Rev. Jacobs 
probably most clearly expressed the southern Presbyterian 
belief in the literal interpretation of Scripture when he 
commented, "If the scriptures do not justify slavery, I know 
not what they do justify."97 Rev. Cassells made extensive 
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Patriarchs, the Decalogue, Levitical Law, Old Testament Law,
and Christ and the Apostles. Cassells reminded his listeners
that Jacob bound himself to Laban for fourteen years in order
to secure Rachel as his wife, thereby enslaving his service
to Laban.98 Rev. Hamilton argued,
[W]ere Abraham now living among us, with all his 
slaves around him, sealed though they were in
God's own covenant by divine command, he would, by
modern abolitionists, be excluded from the church,
as a cruel, selfish, hard-hearted man, a bloody-
handed man-stealer.99
Hamilton later concluded, "What God sanctions cannot be in
itself, and essentially, evil."100
Repeated references were made to the Ten Commandments. 
Twice slavery is recognized in the Decalogue. First, the 
Fourth Commandment forbade any work from being done on the 
Sabbath, including male and female servants. The second 
reference, the Tenth Commandment, prohibited coveting 
anyone's male or female servants. "Here the man servant and 
the maid servant are considered as the property of the
master, and under his authority, by the sanction of God
himself."101 Similarly, the clergy made numerous citations 
of Levitical Law and Old Testament Law in general. Levitical
98 Cassells 6; see also Hamilton 9,10; Hendrick 14-16; 
Jacobs 12.
99 Hami lton 9,10.
100 Hamilton 11.
101 Cassells 10-11; see also Wilson, 14-15; Jacobs, 16; 
and Hendrick, 18.
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Law, according to Rev. Cassells, made provisions for buying,
holding, and regulating slavery. The Hebrew people were
permitted to buy slaves from heathen nations and strangers,
and could pass those slaves on to their children as an
inheritance (Lev. 25: 44-46).102
Southern Presbyterian ministers believed the New
Testament served to strengthen their pro-slavery argument.
They contended that what the Old Testament commanded and the
New Testament permitted could not be wrong for the South.
Rev. Jacobs insisted that commands were given throughout the
New Testament to regulate and control the institution of
slavery.103 Christ nor the Apostles "at any time interfered
with the existing relations of master and servant, but in all
cases, taught the relative duties of both master and
servant . . . . "10'* Rev. Cassells claimed, "Christ and his
Apostles acted upon the ground that slavery was lawful."105
When Christ healed the Centurion's servant, He did not rebuke
the Centurion. The Apostles insisted upon the appropriate
duties and attitudes of both masters and slaves.
The New Testament, then, left the subject of 
slavery just where it found it. The only 
influence it exerted upon it was that of imparting
102 Cassells 9,11; see also Wilson 15-16; Hamilton 9-10; 
Ross "New York," 61-63.
103 Jacobs 17-19.
10< Hendrick 20; see also Thornwell Rights and Duties. 
406-07.
105 Cassells 11.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 0 4
to it its own spirit and character. It taught 
masters justice, and kindness towards their 
servants; and it taught servants obedience and 
fidelity towards their masters.106
As one would expect, the preachers in this study used 
numerous Biblical examples in their sermons. But their 
belief in the literal interpretation of the Scriptures 
enabled them to isolate the Biblical examples and apply them 
directly to their immediate situation. Thus, by appealing to 
the ideological theme of Scriptural literalism they were able 
to evoke in their audience a sense of divine mandate for the 
existence and continuance of slavery. They believed the 
institution of slavery was "directly sanctioned by both the 
utterance and silence of scripture."107 The Bible could not 
ignore an offense against God, yet no where in its pages was 
slavery denounced. "Instead," they contended, "we find a 
distinct law of permission, and an unequivocal note of favor, 
extended to it. The Bible would control and sanctify, but 
not destroy it."108
Another ideological theme serving as an imported 
constraint was the pro-slavery clergy's appeal to the 
providence of God. This stems from the inherent religious 
constraint discussed earlier of the southern Presbyterian's 
strict interpretation of the doctrine of predestination.
106 Cassells 12; see also Hamilton 12; Wilson 16-19.
107 Wilson 10; see also Thornwell National Sins. 539.
108 Wilson 12-13; see also Ross "Buffalo," 29; Ross "New 
York," 41-42.
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Each of the sermons in this study either directly or
indirectly referred to God's providential hand guiding in the 
founding and developing of the American nation, and even more 
specifically, the South. Furthermore, southern Presbyterian 
clerics insisted that providence had coupled the Negroes' lot 
to that of slavery with the obligation to serve a master and 
had given the South the institution of slavery as a good and 
merciful system of labor.109 Rev. Wilson argued that
slavery had long been "sustained and promoted by a long 
course of favorable providences."110 Rev. Thornwell 
asserted that the providence of God had marked out the
precise services expected of the slave, the lawful
obligations required of the master, and that God had allotted 
to each their respective portion.111
Not only did these ministers hold to the providence of 
God in the establishment of the relationship between master 
and slave, they also believed that God intended a greater 
good for the Negro race, the American people, and the world 
at large. In terms of providential good for all humanity, 
Cassells stated, "It may be, that God designs to accomplish 
some great and good part in the evangelization of the world 
by the Christian slaves of America . . . [;] doubtlessly vast
109 Thornwell National Sins. 532, 541; Thornwell Rights 
and Duties, 414; Cassells 15.
110 Wilson 10.
111 Thornwell Rights and Duties. 414.
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good is designed to be accomplished by it."”2 Rev.
Hendrick advocated that the American people were the
beneficiaries of God providentially establishing the
institution of slavery and allowing the conflict between the
northern and southern sections to arise. He claimed:
The special providence of God may be seen in the
existence in our midst of that one institution 
that has caused all the agitation [at] the present 
time. I mean the existence of slavery. No truth 
is clearer to my mind them that the hand of God is 
in all this matter, and that great and glorious 
results will follow from the existence of slavery 
in the United States.”3
Appealing to the providence of God provided the pro­
slavery Presbyterian preachers a means of establishing and 
reinforcing a sense of divine purpose for the South. With 
southern Presbyterians already adhering to a theologically 
conservative position on the doctrine of predestination, the 
appeal to providence served to fortify community beliefs and 
legitimize the South's peculiar institution. If God had 
providentially ordained slavery and its existence in the 
South, then the South had been given a divine mission and 
direction in defending the institution itself and the 
southern social order.
Still another ideological theme to which the southern 
Presbyterian clergy appealed was the "blessings of God." As 
identified by the pro-slavery preachers, these blessings of
”2 Cassells 14.
”3 Hendrick 11.
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God, like the "providence of God" theme, encompassed the
slaves, the masters, and the civilized world. Concerning
God's blessings upon the slaves, Rev. Wilson contended that
the institution of slavery was "one of the colored man's
foremost sources of blessing" and was responsible for "saving
a lower race from the destruction of heathenism. "114
Slavery also served, they argued, as a blessing of God in
terms of its impact upon the Kingdom of God.
The number of professing Christians among the 
negroes of the South is greater than all the 
converts in all the heathen lands in all the 
missionary stations on the globe combined. Thus 
more souls will be saved by the existence of 
slavery than has yet been saved by missions.115
Ultimately, each of the southern Presbyterian pro-slavery
ministers saw slavery as beneficial to all the civilized
world and identified it as "a prime conservator of the
civilization of the world."116 Rev. Palmer believed the
blessing of God upon slavery was evident because the fruit of
the land produced through the toil of slave labor fed the
machinery of the world. With such a grave responsibility
resting upon the South and its peculiar institution, Palmer
exclaimed, "Do we not owe it to civilized man to stand in the
breach and stay the uplifted arm?"117 As far as these
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southern Presbyterian preachers were concerned, their belief 
in slavery and its consequences as "blessings" from God 
simply provided them a means of demonstrating God's approval 
and endorsement for the institution. Consequently, they 
argued, God was pleased with the South for its defense of the 
"blessed" institution and He would defend those who defended 
His cause —  slavery.
A final ideological theme to which pro-slavery 
Presbyterians regularly appealed was the notion of the 
South's responsibility to demonstrate to the slave a 
"paternal care." They insisted that owners of slaves were 
bound to guard, protect, and care for their servants as if 
they were children of the family.118 Rev. Wilson stated, 
"The servant is, like the child, to know that the authority 
under which he has been placed is from above, and that the 
master rules him as the agent of heaven."119 The 
Presbyterian clergy of the South expected their slave-owning 
parishioners to prepare their servants for heaven in the same 
way they attended to the religious instruction of their own 
children. They must "administer a firm, consistent, orderly,
118 Palmer 9-10; see also Jacobs 21; Wilson 18,20.
119 Wilson 18.
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paternal government," mingling mercy with justice.120 
According to Rev. Jacobs, the "Christian master should feel 
an interest for them [the slaves] . . . [as] he feels for his 
children.1,121
Appealing to the theme of paternal care enabled southern 
Presbyterian preachers to call upon the South to protect 
their slaves and slavery as they would protect their own 
family. By using this theme the clergy were able to cast the 
institution of slavery in a humane light. Instead of 
presenting slavery as just a system of labor, paternalism 
viewed slaves as an extension of the family. As a part of 
the family, then, the South had to protect, defend, and care 
for its slaves and slavery. The ministers communicated to 
their congregations the South's religious responsibility and 
accountability to care for their slaves and defend the 
institution of slavery.
120 Wilson 20; see also Thornwell Rights and Duties (this 
sermon was preached at the dedication of a new church 
building erected for the religious instruction of Colored 
People); Minutes, First Presbyterian Church, Clarksville, TN, 
June 1, 1860. The report of a committee in the church 
addressed the religious instruction of Colored People.
121 Jacobs 21.
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Conclusion
The constraints, or influences upon rhetoric, in the 
antebellum South were numerous and diverse. Those elements 
functioning as constraints, both inherent and imported, 
influenced the masses as well as the individual in virtually 
every aspect of life. The constraints were cultural, 
political, societal, judicial, philosophical, theological, 
ecclesiastical, industrial, commercial, moral, and racial. 
They seized the attention of the antebellum South and 
compelled the thoughts of the southern mind. These myriad 
forces that shaped the South as a whole affected southern 
Presbyterians in the same way. The early nineteenth century 
reverberated with change, and for Presbyterians in the South 
so much change was unsettling at best.
The transportation and industrial revolutions radically 
altered commercial endeavors, and the Second Great Awakening 
forever transformed the impact of religion in America. The 
philosophy of the enlightened rationalists clashed with the 
theological presuppositions of the Calvinists, while the 
emphasis upon the freewill of man took precedence in both 
religion and society. Ecclesiastical divisions occurred in 
the major evangelical denominations of the nation, the most 
consequential being that of the Presbyterians. The 
Presbyterian denomination separated into Old School and New 
School factions with Presbyterians in the South belonging
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predominantly to the Old School and adhering to a worldview 
dominated by predestination. On the sociopolitical front, 
southerners were inundated by the Missouri Compromise, the 
Tariff of 1828 and nullification, the Compromise of 1850, the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act, the Dred Scott decision, and social 
reform. Religiously motivated, reform in the South did not 
undermine or challenge the southern society as was the 
experience in the North. Instead, southern social reform 
served to strengthen the existing social order and foster a 
greater sense of unity among southerners.
By examining the imported constraints, those brought to 
the situation by the rhetor, investigation of the selected 
sermons revealed how southern pro-slavery Presbyterian 
preachers developed and supported their ideas. The clergy 
employed three particular argumentative strategies within 
these sermons. First, they manipulated the context by means 
of expansion, broadening the parameters of the argument or 
issue. Second, they manipulated the context through 
contraction, reducing the significance of an argument or 
issue, usually by focusing on the effects rather than the 
causes. Third, they employed the strategy of tribal piety. 
The clergy offered a "higher calling" that served as a common 
bond for antebellum southerners. By using the strategy of 
tribal piety, the ministers provided a unifying rationale 
that assured southerners of God’s directing hand.
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Analysis of the sermons also revealed four primary 
ideological themes to which the southern Presbyterian 
preachers appealed. They appealed to the belief in a literal 
interpretation of Scripture and made extensive use of 
Biblical examples. The appeal to Scriptural literalism 
evoked a divine mandate for the continuance of slavery in the 
South. A second ideological theme identified was the 
providence of God. Appealing to the providence of God 
provided southerners with a sense of divine purpose for 
slavery’s existence and the South's defense of it. The 
blessings of God provided another ideological theme. 
Identifying God's blessings upon slavery and the South 
implied a divine approval and endorsement of the institution 
of slavery and the South's involvement with it. Finally, the 
clergy appealed to the notion of paternal care. Appealing to 
the paternal responsibilities of slave-owners and southerners 
as a whole suggested familial obligation and divine 
accountability to care for the slave and protect the South's 
peculiar institution.
All of these changes and challenges played a significant 
part in affecting the mind of the southern antebellum 
Presbyterian. Charles Sydnor attributes considerable 
significance to the dissonance produced in the southern mind 
because of this change taking place so fast in the North, and 
relatively slowly in the South. "The booming cities, the 
factories, the multiplying railroads, the expanding
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population, and the changing attitudes and viewpoints above 
Mason and Dixon's line account for tension between North and 
South"1” to a greater extent than just the changes taking 
place in the South. Presbyterians in the South at times must 
have felt as though they were trying to board a moving train 
from a standing position. The South as an agrarian culture 
and economy supported by slave labor was considered by many 
in the North "as an obstacle to American social and economic 
progress and as a moral pariah."123 All of these factors 
functioned as constraints upon the people of the antebellum 
South, and "any suggestion that accepted practice and 




124 Avery 0. Craven, The Growth of Southern Nationalism, 
1848-1861 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 1953) 15, vol. 
4 of History of the South, eds. Wendell Holmes Stephenson and 
E. Merton Coulter.




The third constituent of the rhetorical situation is the 
concept of audience, those who can be constrained into action 
or decision.1 Technically, Bitzer defines an audience as 
"those persons who are capable of being influenced by 
discourse and of being mediators of change."2 He further 
states that rhetoric always requires an audience, even if a 
person is simply engaging himself or an ideal mind as the 
audience, because " . . .  rhetorical discourse produces change 
by influencing the decision and action of persons who 
function as mediators of change."3 Those persons who 
function as the audience in a rhetorical situation may also
1 Lloyd Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy 
and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 6.
2 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8.
3 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 7-8.
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serve as an audience for other simultaneous rhetorical 
situations. Thus, varying rhetorical situations may compete 
for the attention of those comprising an audience. In 
addition, the rhetorical audience may be incoherent in its 
composition and purpose, and incognizant of its existence, 
responsibilities, and powers.4
To more fully understand the rhetorical situation, it is 
necessary to examine who comprises the audience, the 
audience's interaction with the exigence(s) and constraints, 
and the audience's ability to act as a mediator of change 
within the rhetorical situation. Human societies and 
individuals are not docile and static. People are constantly 
engrossed in planning, laboring, making, responding, 
adjusting, and overcoming. They not only interact with and 
are constrained by their physical and social surroundings, 
but also actively engage a plethora of mental environments 
including "the whole field of ideas, images, meanings, 
symbols, laws, rules, conventions, attitudes, feelings, 
interests, and aspirations that constitute the mental world"5 
—  all of which impacts the individual's perceptions, 
decisions, and actions.
4 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 12.
5 Lloyd Bitzer, "Functional Communication: A
Situational Perspective," Rhetoric in Transition: Studies in
the Nature and Uses of Rhetoric, ed. Eugene E. White 
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State U P, 1980) 22.
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The audience's perception of the exigence is 
proportionate to their personal involvement with the 
situation. People usually have a strong affiliation with an 
exigence in which they are personally involved. As Bitzer 
observes, "[T]hey feel somehow responsible for it or 
understand that the exigence or its modification will bring 
about good or evil for them, their families, or friends."6 
It is this potential for modification that is most 
significant about the concept of audience in the rhetorical 
situation. If members of an audience believe their response 
has the capability of modifying the exigence, then they are 
more likely to respond. Bitzer concludes that as this 
"modification capability increases, readiness to respond 
increases."7
Two factors influencing an audience's capability to 
modify the exigence are the level of difficulty involved and 
the degree of risk involved. Generally speaking, the greater 
the level of difficulty, the less likely an audience will 
positively modify the exigence. The more complex and 
intricate the exigence(s) and constraints are, the more 
difficult it becomes for an audience to modify the 
exigence/situation. Similarly, the readiness of an audience 
to respond to the exigence diminishes as the degree of risk 
involved increases. Where an audience stands to lose much by
6 Bitzer, "Functional Communication," 32.
7 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 33.
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responding to the exigence, it is less likely to attempt 
modifying the exigence.8 For those in the antebellum South, 
the exigence(s) and constraints were extremely complicated 
and arduous, making positive modification of the exigence 
doubtful and remote. Interestingly, however, the South 
perceived the greater potential of loss to be in not 
responding to the exigence. In the southern mind, not 
responding to the exigence would have meant acquiescing to 
the demands of the North and forfeiting the southern way of 
life and all for which the South stood. Ultimately, the 
South considered the collapse of the southern way of life a 
greater loss and threat than the dissolution of the Union.
The Public
Knowledge about the specific audiences that heard each 
of these sermons is not available. Therefore, rather than 
examining the immediate audience of each sermon, I intend to 
analyze the South as a whole, as an extended audience or what 
Bitzer refers to as the "public." In 1978, Bitzer published 
an essay entitled "Rhetoric and Public Knowledge"9 in which 
he articulated his understanding of the public. Bitzer
8 Bitzer, "Functional Communication" 33.
9 Lloyd Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public Knowledge," 
Rhetoric, Philosophy, and Literature: An Exploration, ed. 
Don M. Burks (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue U P, 1978) 67-93.
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defines a public as . . a  community of persons who share 
conceptions, principles, interests, and values, and who are 
significantly interdependent[,]" needing "reassurance that 
their thoughts and actions are authorized.1,10 The "public" 
refers to the collective human experience of a community 
which serves as the authoritative ground for decisions and 
actions, "the source or carrier of truths and values thought 
to be indispensable.1111
Historically, publics have formed within geographical 
confines, as in the antebellum South, and have been sustained 
by cultural contexts and communication which perpetuated 
their traditions.12 Bitzer suggests that these "publics" 
are called into being by consequences; consequences being the 
"effects" of an act or action which affect persons beyond 
those immediately involved in the act or action. Those 
"affected by such consequences comprise a public."13 The 
consequences, however, are those which can be described as 
serious, extensive, and enduring. Since a "public" depends 
upon consequences and contextual circumstances, publics exist 
as real and not abstract. Publics are "concrete entities 
comprised of people experiencing [their surroundings];" and 
their composition and nature will alter according to the
10 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" CTi 00
11 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 69.
12 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 71.
13 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 77.
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circumstances of their situation.14 Thus, "[t]he public is 
called into existence in response to exigencies produced by 
public transactions. . . . "1S
Rhetoric, according to Bitzer, creates and articulates 
the truths and values held by the public. It serves as an 
instrument to test those truths and values, and gives voice 
to the interests and principles inherent in the public. In 
essence, rhetoric sustains and maintains public knowledge in 
the life of the community.16 The existence of the public 
requires community, and the community necessitates 
communication.17 Public knowledge is the knowledge
necessary for public life and is actually possessed to a 
certain degree by all who live in the community. Bitzer, 
however, is not equating public knowledge with private 
information made available to the public, nor does he mean 
mere public opinion. Public knowledge "may be regarded as a 
fund of truths, principles, and values which could only 
characterize a public."18 This public knowledge gives the 
community competency to affirm truth and value, and to
14 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 78-79.
16 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 80.
16 Bitzer defines a community as "a group of persons 
developed through local face-to-face interactions, united in 
sentiment and interest, and caring for the well-being of one 
another" ("Rhetoric and Public" 79).
17 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 80.
10 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 68.
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empower decision and action; it characterizes a competent 
public.19
The theoretical connection between Bitzer's concepts of 
"audience" and "public" comes in his statement that 
"audiences serve, or stand in for, publics."20 Bitzer 
suggests that audiences can function as representatives of a 
larger entity, i.e., the public. He makes a distinction 
between the ideas of audience and public in the following 
manner:
A rhetorical audience consists of persons who have 
the capacity to mediate change so as to modify 
positively the exigencies in rhetorical 
situations. The public must be conceived to be a 
different thing . . . which in principle has the
power to authorize change.21
To "authorize change" essentially means the power to approve,
warrant, and license, since the public is the entity which
stands to gain or lose as a result of decisions and
actions.22 In addition, the stability of the public exceeds
that of a given audience due to mutually held public
knowledge, similar community experience, and mutually
encountered consequences.
Bitzer builds his concept of "public" from John Dewey's 
notion of "public" as set forth in his work The Public and
19 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 83.
20 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 73.
21 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 73.
22 Lloyd Bitzer, personal interview, 20 March 1990.
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Its Problems: An Essay in Political Inquiry. Dewey believed 
a public emerged "only in periods of marked societal 
transitions when crucial alternative issues stand out, such 
as that between throwing one's lot in with the conservation 
of established institutions [and traditions] or with 
forwarding new tendencies.1,23 Bitzer takes Dewey's idea of 
public and adapts it to a situational application by 
extending the parameters of Dewey's definition along with 
Bitzer's understanding of the audience. Dewey's definition 
of the public uniquely fits the antebellum South. It was 
definitely a period of "marked societal transitions" when 
"crucial alternative issues" stood out. Though divergences 
existed within the antebellum southern society, the distinct 
cultural unity of the South and experiential commonality of 
southerners remained its principal characteristic of 
identity.24 The distinctive unity of the antebellum South 
allows the particular audiences of the sermons included in 
this research to be examined collectively as the public. The 
antebellum South, as a "public," held to a public knowledge 
which enabled it to affirm social values and truths and 
empower community decision and action.
23 John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems: An Essay in
Political Inquiry (Chicago: Gateway Books, 1946) 123.
24 Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern 
Sectionalism, 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 
1948) 31-32, vol. 5 of History of the South, eds. Wendell 
Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter.
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 2 2
The identifiability of a public depends upon the extent 
to which it articulates significant portions of its knowledge 
and is mutually experienced. "The public that would maintain 
its identity will learn, rehearse, and celebrate what it 
knows; it will not only experience its personal facts, but 
also will display and sometimes dramatize them."25 A 
significant characteristic of the southern antebellum 
"public" was the closed nature of southern society, or what 
Waldo Braden referred to as "oneness."25
The Nature of a Closed Society
In 1964, James W. Silver addressed the concept of a 
"closed society" in his article entitled "Mississippi: The
Closed Society."27 Silver's understanding of the closed 
society emerged from his experience as a professor at the 
University of Mississippi during the violent situation 
surrounding the admission of James Meredith in 1962, the 
university's first black student. A closed society "may 
apply to a region, a state, an ethnic group, a neighborhood,
25 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public" 88.
25 Waldo W. Braden, "The Rhetoric of a Closed Society," 
The Southern Speech Communication Journal 45 (1980): 333-51.
27 James W. Silver, "Mississippi: The Closed Society,"
Journal of Southern History 30 (1964): 3-34.
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a cult, a team, a religious order, a gang, a church 
congregation, a lodge, a fraternity, or even a family."28 
In a closed society there is a constant stream of propaganda, 
what Silver refers to as the "true faith." Loyalty to it is 
demanded and nonconformists are not tolerated. 
Characteristic of the closed society is "the refusal of its 
citizens to believe that there is any view other than the 
orthodox."29 When people establish strong emotional, 
philosophical, and ethical connections and act together 
without questioning, Braden believed they approached 
"oneness." Braden elaborated this concept of "oneness" which 
characterized a closed society by describing the people 
involved:
They accept common articles of faith. They 
respond to common symbols and ritual. They 
control the means of communication and limit 
access to outside information. They regiment and 
discipline the membership. They silence,
ostracize, or drive out opposition . . . .  [They] 
move forward together, reinforcing each other, and 
intensifying emotional involvement.30
Such an analysis accurately describes the closed 
southern antebellum society. Although divergences existed 
across the South, the most notable element remained its 
unanimity. All of the southern antebellum states were 
predominantly agricultural and felt the force of slavery as
28 Braden, "A Closed Society" 334.
29 Silver 33.
30 Braden "A Closed Society," 334.
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a system of labor and social control.31 In fact, the 
biracial nature of the population provided the dynamics 
underlying the preponderance of action and decision in the 
South.32 Southerners wanted to be told and to believe that 
they were good Christians, law abiding citizens, and faithful 
adherents to the southern way of life.33 Thus, strong 
resistance existed to outside influences such as newspapers, 
magazines, and pamphlets, all of which were considered 
subversive. Southerners failed to see much evidence of the 
Christian virtues of truth, humility, and love behind the 
barrage of northern advice, warning, and denunciation, even 
though the North claimed religious motivation for its 
actions. The "holier-than-thou" attitude which suggested 
that northern consciences were more enlightened than those of 
the South left a much graver impression on the southerner.34
I have already considered the specific theological and 
ecclesiastical events as discussed in Chapter Three under 
"religious constraints." It is my intent at this point to 
emphasize the elements that united the antebellum South as an 
audience/public. It would be impossible to examine the
31 Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern 
Sectionalism. 1819-1848 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P,
1948) 31-32, vol. 5 of History of the South, eds. Wendell 
Holmes Stephenson and E. Merton Coulter.
32 Braden "Closed Society," 335.
33 Braden "Closed Society," 334.
34 Sydnor 241.
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southern antebellum society without addressing religion's 
impact. The objective of discussing religion in this chapter 
is to indicate how it unified the South by confirming 
southern values and how it helped establish the antebellum 
South as a "public."
Southerners were incensed that the North would assume 
a posture of religious superiority. Religion saturated 
southern antebellum society and orthodox Christian theology 
was woven into the very fabric of the South's value 
system.35 Lester Scherer notes that in the antebellum South 
"church and society were inseparably mixed."36 In the 
aftermath of the Second Great Awakening, religion had a 
permeating effect on southern society. In contrast to the 
religious fluidity of the North and West, Samuel Hill, Jr., 
argues, southern religion provides a picture of homogeneity 
and solidarity.37 Since southern religion and society were 
so intertwined, much of southerners’ social contact was 
conducted in and with the local church. Values espoused by 
the southern church became infused into the southern social 
fabric through the establishment of accepted social mores and
35 James Oscar Farmer, The Metaphysical Confederacy: 
James Henley Thornwell and the Synthesis of Southern Values 
(Macon, GA: Mercer U P, 1986) 1, 5.
36 Lester B. Scherer, Slavery and the Churches in Early 
America, 1619-1819 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing, Co., 1975) 63.
37 Samuel S. Hill, Jr., Southern Churches in Crisis (New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966) 11.
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ideals.38 In fact, northern concern about the decline and
deficiency of moral power in the evangelical pulpit of the
day (1848) prompted the Southern Presbyterian Review to
defend the South and southern religion in an 1848 issue.
We shall content ourselves with answering, that we 
fear they are too true of the pulpit in many parts 
of our country, but less so, we believe, in our 
own Southern Church than anywhere else. We do not 
mean to boast; but we thank God, here, both church 
and pulpit have been far less corrupted and 
disturbed by external influences and inward 
dissensions than in other localities; and we 
believe have been preserved in greater simplicity, 
purity, and power.39
In the antebellum South "[rjeligion became identified
with an essential public reaffirmation of social solidarity.
Going to church became not merely a religious act, but a
civic responsibility."40 The special social unity of the
antebellum South, according to Emory Thomas, was held
together by the glue of religion:
Perhaps Southern churches are the best place to 
look for the origins of cultural nationalism in 
the Old South. There the Southern mind, 
conditioned by reverence for the concrete and 
characterized by assertive individualism, blended 
with a unique religious tradition to mold 
intellectual and cultural life.41
38 Hill Southern Churches. 171-72.
39 "Article VIII," The Southern Presbyterian Review Sept. 
1848: 271-72.
40 Donald G. Mathews, Religion in the Old South (Chicago: 
U of Chicago P, 1977) 249.
41 Emory M. Thomas, The Confederate Nation (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1979) 21.
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Widely shared theological convictions across the South helped 
shape its homogeneity and maintain its identity as a 
"public." Beliefs such as the sinful nature of human beings 
(the total depravity of man), the necessity of a personal 
conversion experience, and the promise of attaining 
perfection in the life to come served as "public knowledge" 
and helped promote a religious orthodoxy which fashioned a 
powerful social unit.42
In understanding the religious fiber of the South, one 
must not overlook the force of Evangelical Protestantism in 
its shaping and preservation. Evangelical Protestantism was 
the type of Christianity and religion with the greatest 
following and influence in the South. The Encyclopedia of 
Religion in the South refers to it as "a religious mood, 
belief, and movement within the Protestant tradition . . . . 
In the 19th century, it became one of the determinants of 
Southern culture and . . .  a major factor in defining the 
region's uniqueness."43 Joel Carpenter explains that 
Evangelical Protestantism during the early 1800's emphasized 
"voluntary religious affiliation, interdenominational 
cooperation, aggressive evangelization, instantaneous 
conversions, zealous abstemious life-styles, and revivalistic
42 Thomas 21.
43 Samuel S. Hill, Ed., Encyclopedia of Religion in the 
South (Macon, GA: Mercer U P, 1984) 243.
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millennial expectations."44 Donald Mathews observes that 
those holding to Evangelical Protestantism in the antebellum 
South espoused six essential beliefs: (1) the Bible is the
absolute authoritative guide to faith and morals; (2) 
justification by faith; (3) sanctification, a way of life 
which consciously struggles to subdue the self in an effort 
to serve God; (4) a commitment to evangelize, i.e. to share 
one's faith with others; (5) belief in eternal life-after- 
death and God's establishment of the millennium; and (6) 
emphasis upon the individual's personal experience of the 
truth of the Christian message.45 The beliefs associated 
with Evangelical Protestantism permeated the antebellum South 
and became a part of the "public knowledge" held by the 
"public" in the South. The three denominations most closely 
associated with Evangelical Protestantism and espousing the 
core of beliefs identified with Evangelical Protestantism 
(discussed above) were Baptists, Methodists, and 
Presbyterians.
Prior to the late colonial period, southerners could 
best be described as irreligious and at best apathetic toward 
church related matters. But the religious tenor and shape of 
the South radically changed around the middle of the
44 Joel A. Carpenter, "Evangelical Protestantism," 
Encyclopedia of Religion in the South, ed. Samuel S. Hill 
(Macon, GA: Mercer U P, 1984) 240.
45 Donald G. Mathews, "Evangelicalism," Encyclopedia of 
Religion in the South, ed. Samuel S. Hill (Macon, GA: Mercer 
U P, 1984) 243-44.
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eighteenth century with the arrival of Presbyterian, Baptist, 
and Methodist revivalists. Revivals and revivalism took the 
South by storm, causing the South to become increasingly 
religious.46 The membership of the Baptist, Methodist, and 
Presbyterian denominations in the South multiplied as the 
majority of southerners identified themselves with the 
region's religious establishment, the "Big Three." 
Southerners were nurtured in a religious tradition that was 
"fundamentalist in basic doctrine, evangelical
(revivalistic) in homiletics, puritanical in ethics, 
congregational in church governance, and Calvinist, Wesleyan, 
or Arminian in theology."47 Based on the figures of the 
Census of 1850, James Farmer estimates there was one minister 
for every 594 free people in the South, further indicating 
the strong religious tone and nature of the antebellum 
South.48
As the three major southern Protestant denominations 
grew, more churches emerged. As more churches emerged, they 
became more orderly and exerted more control and influence. 
A rising demand for better educated ministers prompted most 
denominations to establish colleges and seminaries. Well 
known for their theologically trained clergy, the
46 Francis M. Wilhoit, The Politics of Massive Resistance 
(New York: George Braziller, Inc., 1973) 257.
47 Wilhoit 256.
48 Farmer 12.
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Presbyterians led the educational way in church-related 
colleges and seminaries in the South. Prior to 1830, the 
three church colleges in the South were Presbyterian. 
Between the years of 1830 and 1844, the Presbyterians, 
Baptists, and Methodists established a total of thirteen 
colleges in the South, and eight more colleges were started 
by 1861 .49 In addition to the colleges, between 1821 and 
1831, the Presbyterians established three seminaries: 
Southwestern Theological Seminary in Tennessee, Union 
Theological Seminary in Virginia, and Southern Theological 
Seminary in South Carolina.50
The religious worldview espoused by Evangelical 
Protestantism held such a firm grip on the southern mind by 
the 1830's, "that it lay ready to hand as a source of meaning 
for interpreting and directing what was happening all 
around;"51 what Bitzer refers to as "public knowledge." 
According to Robert Bellah, every society feels compelled to 
measure itself by some higher domain and justify itself on 
more than its actions and achievements alone. It looks for 
verification and vindication "through its commitment to
49 Farmer 12.
50 Sydnor 295.
51 Samuel S. Hill, Jr., The South and the North in 
American Religion (Athens, GA: The U of Georgia P, 1980) 50.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 3 1
unrealized goals or values."52 For the South, those goals
and values were to be found in the Holy Scriptures and could
only be realized with the help of religion.
A religious ideology geared to addressing its 
social and cultural context is certain to mirror
that surrounding context in some ways. . . .  As
regards the South, the religious ideology 
[Evangelical Protestantism] was attuned to its 
social and cultural context, a fact seen no more 
clearly than in its bolstering and legitimating 
slavery. Its posture was to fixate and defend. 
It fixated and defended the prevailing religious 
outlook and expected its culture to do the same.53
In general, religion in the antebellum South concerned 
itself with private order to assure and ensure the existing 
public order. According to Evangelical Protestantism, 
converting individuals was the mission of churches and the 
only means of "accomplishing God's will for society, which 
was thought to consist of two kinds of virtue: personal
holiness and the acceptance of one's lot in life."54 
Personal holiness allowed for the establishment of a moral 
and upright society, while accepting one's lot in life 
assigned accountability to the individual for responsibly 
taking his or her place in a divinely ordained order.
Historians have customarily grouped Southern 
Evangelicals together because of their numerous theological
52 Robert N. Bellah, "Transcendence in Contemporary 
Culture," Transcendence, eds. Herbert W. Richardson and 
Donald R. Cutler (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969) 91.
53 Hill The South and the North. 76.
54 Hill The South and the North. 74-75.
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commonalities. Their differences were more a matter of 
variation than of substance. The distinctions of southern 
Presbyterians were primarily their stricter interpretation of 
the doctrine of predestination and a greater formality in 
their public worship services. Though the other two major 
denominations of the South held to predestination in varying 
degrees, the Presbyterians held to it more dogmatically. Due 
to their more rigid interpretation of predestination, 
southern Presbyterians placed more significance upon 
accepting one's lot in life.
Religion in the antebellum South played a major factor 
in unifying, equalizing, and empowering southern whites into 
a solid social unit, what Bitzer refers to as a "public." 
According to Samuel Hill, Jr., the southern church exerted a 
"powerful influence in uniting the South, calling it to a 
moral course of action, and legitimating its values. . . .
[I]t was a public and a publicly significant institution in 
the antebellum South."55
Again it should be noted that many sociopolitical 
factors, like specific theological and ecclesiastical events, 
were discussed as constraints in Chapter Three. The 
political elements addressed here are designed to highlight 
the consolidating force southern politics played in the 
antebellum South. The objective of discussing southern 
politics in this chapter is to examine how it unified the
55 Hill The South and the North. 75.
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South by solidifying the southern position before the Civil 
War.
In reference to politics and a solid South, Samuel Hill, 
Jr., observes that "political unity, which bordered on 
uniformity, flavored the southern personality."56 Polarized 
and isolated by sociopolitical constraints (as discussed in 
Chapter Three), antebellum southerners concerned themselves 
with politics "as a statement of power relationships, and 
[it] was the vehicle through which they expressed their 
ideology and attempted to transform it into action."57 The 
most important and pervasive influence affecting southern 
politics was the development of an economy founded upon 
plantation agriculture and slave labor. "[T]he rapid 
westward expansion of cotton and caste laid the foundation 
for southern unity.1,58
With the economic growth and expansion, the agrarian 
democracy of the southern cotton kingdom flourished. Popular 
political participation increased during the early 1800's, 
and "during the middle years of the 19th century was the
56 Hill Southern Churches. 11.
57 Thomas 28.
58 Numan Bartley, "Politics and Ideology," Encyclopedia 
of Southern Culture, eds. Charles Reagan Wilson and William 
Ferris (Chapel Hill, NC: U of North Carolina P, 1989) 1151- 
58.
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highest it has ever been in southern history."59 Numan
Bartley argues that one of the primary reasons for this
display of vigorous democracy in the antebellum South stemmed
from the general agreement of white southerners on
substantive issues. White southerners agreed on issues like
the promotion of agriculture, the advancement of slavery, and
defending the South from the meddling efforts of anti-slavery
advocates.60 Commenting on southern unity, John C. Calhoun
stated in 1838,
The Southern States are an aggregate, in fact, of 
communities, not of individuals. . . - These
small communities aggregated make the state in 
all, whose action, labor, and capital is equally 
represented and perfectly harmonized. Hence the 
harmony, the union, the stability of that section 
which is rarely disturbed [the South], except 
through the action of this government."61
Calhoun's analysis of society and social interaction in the
antebellum South supports Bitzer's understanding of a
"public" and gives evidence suggesting the existence of
"public knowledge."
Individual state governments were of primary import to 
the antebellum southerner. State governments of the 
antebellum South chiefly concerned themselves with protecting
59 Bartley 1151; see also William J. Cooper, Jr., The 
South and the Politics of Slavery. 1828-1856 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State U P, 1978) 25-26.
60 Bartley 1151.
61 John C. Calhoun, The Works of John C. Calhoun, ed. 
Richard K. Cralle, 6 vols. (New York: N.P., 1854) 3: 180-
SI.
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people, property, and an orderly system within which 
individual conflicts could be resolved in proper fashion. 
Little attention was given to improving the intellectual and 
economic lot of the citizens. Ultimately, the individual 
citizen's success or failure rested upon his own shoulders. 
"[T]he state practically never initiated, planned, or 
supervised schools, roads, religious institutions, charity, 
or other such services for the people, though it permitted 
and in a measure encouraged private individuals to undertake 
these tasks."62 Basically, southern state governments held 
to a policy of non-interference which encouraged a spirit of 
independence.
The biggest political issue uniting southerners centered 
upon slavery. It emerged as the decisive element on every 
issue southerners addressed. "For many southerners 
slavery . . . provided the foundation for their civilization; 
it became 'the very foundation of liberty.'"63 The Missouri 
controversy proved to be a landmark in the development of 
political ideology for pre-Civil War southerners. The debate 
over the Missouri controversy channeled all the issues and 
events concerning sectional political differences into one 
stream —  the slavery question. According to James Hodges, 
the issues involved the following:
62 Sydnor 77.
63 Cooper, Jr. The South. 60; see chapter 3, "The 
Flowering of Southern Sectional Politics," pp. 43-97.
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the division of power between North and South, 
slavery, the pattern of the growing national 
economy, and, more significantly, the meaning of 
American democracy and its values. . . . The
debate impelled southerners to define their 
political views in relationship to the North and 
to articulate their separate political culture. 
In its defense of slavery the South slid into a 
political orthodoxy and social conservatism.64
The southerner's economic interests, traditions, and 
very way of life made it virtually impossible for him to 
consider the institution of slavery in a detached, objective 
fashion. In addition, the South had for some years felt 
betrayed by the North and what little faith existed in 
northern disinterestedness and fair dealing had faded long 
ago. While the North requested, even demanded, the South to 
perform a costly and revolutionary act in freeing the slaves, 
southerners tasted the bitter mixture of northern self- 
interests and self-serving efforts involving protective 
tariffs, federally funded northern roads and canals, and the 
divisive words and votes of northern congressmen.65
Conclusion
The audience, the third element involved in the 
rhetorical situation, is comprised of those who are
64 James A. Hodges, "Political Ideology," Encyclopedia 
of Southern Culture, eds. Charles Reagan Wilson and William 
Ferris (Chapel Hill, NC: U of North Carolina P, 1989) 1166.
65 Sydnor 241.
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 3 7
influenced by the constraints within the rhetorical situation 
and who can serve as mediators of change to alter the 
exigence.66 The homogeneity and unity of those in the 
antebellum South makes it possible, even necessary, to 
consider antebellum southerners as an extended audience, or 
what Bitzer refers to as a "public."67 Their shared 
interests, values, principles, conceptions, and 
interdependence made them a public. They were affected by 
their physical and social surroundings; submerged in an 
environment of agrarian-based slave economy, white controlled 
social structure, and a feeling of political and economic 
betrayal by the North. The collective human experience of 
antebellum southerners not only influenced them, but also 
served as the authoritative ground for their perceptions, 
decisions, and actions. The distinctive cultural unity of 
the South and experiential commonality of southerners allows 
them to be considered collectively, as an extended audience 
or public.
The people of the antebellum South were deeply immersed 
in the religious, social, and political milieu of the day and 
felt a grave responsibility to protect what they believed to 
be an ideal society in the South. The difficulty and 
complexity of the exigence(s) encountered by southerners in 
the first half of the nineteenth century virtually doomed
66 Bitzer, "Rhetorical Situation" 8.
67 Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public Knowledge" 67-93.
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them in terms of effectively modifying or resolving the 
exigence(s). However, their fear of forfeiting the southern 
way of life and abdicating what the South represented 
prompted southerners to respond to the exigence(s) 
confronting them. As James Farmer observes, though 
southerners were defensive and faced an uphill battle, they 
increasingly presented their case with confidence as they 
approached the impending secession.68
In describing the South James W. Silver characterized 
the culture as a "closed society."69 Though his analysis 
focused on the South during the 1950's and 1960's, the 
characterization also fits the southern antebellum society. 
Several notable elements of unanimity existed in the South 
before the Civil War. Southerners held staunchly to 
religious and social orthodoxy. They espoused it as the 
"true faith," rejected anything other than the orthodox 
viewpoint, demanded loyalty to it, and refused to tolerate 
any deviation from it. Economically, southerners depended on 
agriculture. Socially, whites enjoyed an equality and 
control that rested on a black "mudsill."
In terms of religion, Evangelical Protestantism with an 
undercurrent of predestination held a firm grip on the 
southern mind and produced a framework for establishing, 
interpreting, and confirming southern values. Politically,
68 Farmer, Metaphysical Confederacy 5.
69 Silver, "The Closed Society" 3-34.
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the issue of slavery solidified the southern position and 
served as the decisive factor on every issue southerners 
faced. Slavery was a part of the very fiber of southern 
culture and provided the dynamics for most of the action and 
decision in the antebellum South. The institution of slavery 
functioned as a powerful force upon which the southern 
economy and society rested; southern politics protected, and 
southern religion defended the institution. Combined with 
the political posture of the South and the religious beliefs 
of the people, the structure of southern society virtually 
assured that rhetorical choices within the situation would be 
very narrowly constrained.




While America during the Nineteenth century experienced 
what James Farmer refers to as a "crisis of values," the 
South in general expressed reaction and paranoia. 
Southerners were notably defensive, but during the years 
leading to secession they increasingly presented their case 
with confidence.1 Their growing confidence must be 
attributed largely to the rhetorical efforts of leading 
religious spokesmen. These southern clerical stalwarts 
introduced sophisticated theories to defend their racial 
position.2 The clergy, predominantly of the more educated 
ranks, directed their efforts toward apologetics and polemics
James Oscar Farmer, Jr., The Metaphysical 
Confederacy: James Henley Thornwell and the Synthesis of
Southern Values (Macon, GA: Mercer U P, 1986) 5.
2 Samuel S. Hill, Jr., The South and the North in 
American Religion (Athens, GA: The U of Georgia P, 1980) 84.
140
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on behalf of the southern region. They busied themselves
with chores of "defending, shoring up, [and] bolstering ---
the very essence of reactionary [defensive] behavior."3
In "The Rhetorical Situation," Bitzer states that a form 
of discourse can be established and can develop a power of 
its own, and thus, "the tradition itself tends to function as 
a constraint upon any new response in the form."4 This can 
be clearly seen in the sermonic discourse employed by 
southern antebellum clergy. Southerners revered the pulpit, 
for what was said from the pulpit had a divine sanction. The 
form of discourse known as the sermon wielded great power in 
southern society. Thus, when sermons in defense of the 
South's peculiar institution were delivered, they served as 
a powerful means of vindicating and fortifying the South's 
position and the southern way of life.
Shelby Foote observed that ministers in the antebellum 
South functioned as spokesmen for the "grassroots" or common 
folk. In fact, had they not agreed with and expressed the 
opinion of slavery held by the vast majority of southerners, 
they would not have remained in the South very long.5 The 
one who represents, or speaks for the public, according to 
Bitzer, knows what the public knows and speaks what the
3 Hill The South and North. 80-81.
4 Lloyd Bitzer, "The Rhetorical Situation," Philosophy 
and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 13.
5 Shelby Foote, telephone interview, 19 May 1991.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 4 2
public would speak: "[A] spokesman for the public possesses 
and employs as premises of discourse those truths, values, 
interests, and principles located in the public's tradition 
and experience —  wisdom authorized or warranted by the 
public and part of the public domain."6 In a community where 
there is uniformity of accepted truth and interest, there 
would also be uniformity of expression among the spokesmen. 
Spokespersons echo the public's terms and maxims, sustain the 
public's traditions, and carry out the public's rituals. In 
fact, "discourse created by a public speaker and judged by a 
public audience will be accredited to the extent that it 
completely engages or articulates the knowledge and interests 
of the public."7 The spokesman is able to define the tone 
of the culture and "represents the public both to itself and 
to others . . . because he is immersed himself in the
tradition and experience of his public."8
The Concept of Stasis
The remainder of this chapter will focus on the analysis 
of stasis within the selected sermons. Since the southern
6 Lloyd Bitzer, "Rhetoric and Public Knowledge," 
Rhetoric. Philosophy, and Literature: An Exploration, ed.
Don M. Burks (West Lafayette, IN: Purdue U P, 1978): 74.
7 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge" 76.
8 Bitzer, "Public Knowledge," 74.
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Presbyterian clerics' pro-slavery position took the form of 
a deliberative debate, albeit at long-distance, with the 
Abolitionist forces, an examination of the sermons' invention 
from the perspective of staseis9 is especially appropriate, 
since it allows the researcher to focus on the ministers' 
specific arguments as a response to the argumentative 
positions taken by Abolitionist critics. Lawrence J.
Prelli reinforces that rationale. He notes that
"Ameliorating a rhetorical exigence will entail taking a 
'stand' or 'stands' toward the problem(s) the exigence 
presents. In this sense, all rhetorical situations will 
contain points of stasis —  issues —  that require resolving 
rhetoric."10 An analysis of stasis allows the critic to ask 
and answer the question of what the orator believed to be the 
central issue in the subject being discussed and provides for 
locating the rhetorical task that the orator tried to 
accomplish.11 Thus, Prelli argues that "stasis points need 
to be searched out systematically."12
In The Communication Handbook: A Dictionary, Joseph
DeVito defines stasis as "that point on which an argument 
turns; the major issue around which an argument revolves;
9 Staseis is the plural of stasis.
10 Lawrence J. Prelli, A Rhetoric of Science: Inventing 
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generally, a static state, a state of inactivity."13 The 
term stasis comes from the root STA, the basic meaning of 
which is "to stand;" all its cognate forms have this idea 
implicit within their meaning. In their definitive 
dictionary of classical Greek, Liddell and Scott interpret 
stasis as meaning a "placing; setting; a weighing; the 
posture of standing; the place in which one stands; a faction 
or discord; and quarrelsome."14 The concept stasis surfaced 
early in Greek culture and thought. One of the first 
instances occurs in a Greek lyric poem from the sixth or 
seventh century B. C. In that poem, stasis refers to the 
point of origin and changing point of the wind. Later Greek 
writers spoke of "the stasis of the water, the stasis of the 
air, the stasis of the bowel, and the stasis of politics."15 
As already discussed in chapter one, the term was used to 
describe the civil class conflicts that eventually produced 
democratic government in the Greek polis. Plato explained 
stasis as the opposite of "to go," "walk," or "move." 
Centuries later, Ptolemy, the Greek astronomer and
13 Joseph A. DeVito, The Communication Handbook: A 
Dictionary (New York: Harper & Row, 1986) 304.
14 Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-Enqlish 
Lexicon, 8th ed. (New York: American Book Co., 1897) 1421.
15 Otto Loeb Dieter, "Stasis," Speech Monographs 17 
(1950): 346-48.
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mathematician of the second century A. D., used stasis in 
referring to the four phases of the moon.16
These usages suggest how the meaning of stasis has 
evolved. Initially it referred to the physical act of 
standing or placement. But as the word developed and 
broadened, it embraced the cognitive facets of "standing," 
i.e., mentally or rhetorically taking a stand or position.
Insofar as present evidence indicates, the application 
of stasis as a rhetorical concept began with Aristotle. In 
his work entitled Physics. Aristotle used the term stasis in 
the development and description of his theory of motion. In 
this context, he referred to stasis as a disruption, or a 
severing of motion in which the continuity of movement is 
broken. It is not the absolute termination of motion, though 
a previous movement is terminated by it. Rather, it is the 
pivotal point between a previous motion and a counter motion. 
The stasis is the moment in which a movement reverses, the 
point of change. It functions as the turning point. Thus 
stasis is "a transitory state, a temporary standing in 
conflict, undecided and wavering, between contrary 
impulses . . . [,] the movement contrary to the movement
after which it has occurred."17
Aristotle's scientific studies in the area of motion and 
stasis provided the basis for the rhetorical concept of
16 Dieter 345-48.
17 Dieter 349-50.
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stasis. As used in rhetoric, the term relates to a set of 
contradictory statements. As one statement moves in a 
particular direction and another statement moves in the 
opposite direction, a stasis lies between the statements. In 
fact, if there is no stasis, there is no argument.18 The 
function of stasis, then, "is that of enabling one to locate 
the key issues in a given case or set of circumstances."19
The concept of rhetorical stasis appears in Aristotle's
Rhetoric. In that work, he suggested several levels of
reasoning that could be the significant point at issue in an
argument. He classified these levels of reasoning under four
different headings:
(1) If you maintain that the act was not 
committed, your main task in court is to prove 
this. (2) If you maintain that the act did no 
harm, prove this. If you maintain that (3) the 
act was less than is alleged, or (4) justified, 
prove these facts, just as you would prove the act 
not to have been committed if you were maintaining 
that.20
Thus, there are four possible points of dispute, or stasis. 
Stasis could be at the point of "fact," the point of 
"injury," the point of "importance," or the point of 
"justice." The more concrete titles which were later given 
to these four staseis are: fact, definition, quality (or,
18 Dieter 353-54.
19 Ray Nadeau, "Hermogenes1 On Stasis: A Translation
with an Introduction and Notes," Speech Monographs 31 
(1964): 367.
20 Aristotle, The Rhetoric and Poetics of Aristotle, 
trans., W. Rhys Roberts (New York: Random House, 1954) 211.
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justification), and objection. The stasis of fact is 
employed when an individual is accused of doing wrong and 
s/he denies the "fact" that s/he did it.21 The stasis of 
definition involves disputing the label of an act because of 
what the label implies.22 For example, if an individual is 
accused of stealing an object, the person may argue that 
his/her act by "definition" was not stealing, but borrowing. 
If the accused cannot deny the act, nor that the act by 
definition was wrong, the stasis of quality (justification) 
is used by demonstrating extenuating circumstances. To 
illustrate, if a person is late to a meeting, s/he cannot 
deny the fact of the tardiness, nor can s/he define the 
tardiness as anything other than being late; however, the 
person may "justify" his/her lateness due to extenuating 
circumstance like traffic, car trouble, or a personal 
emergency. Finally, the stasis of objection is exercised 
when the accused believes that his/her opponent is out of 
place, or has no right to bring accusation.23 In a court of 
law, the stasis of objection is used to point out an error in 
procedure, or to free the defendant on a technicality, e.g., 
failing to read the accused his/her rights, or not having a 
proper search warrant before seizing incriminating evidence
21 George Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece 
(Princeton: Princeton U P, 1963) 306-308.
22 Aristotle 79.
23 Kennedy 306.
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from a place of residence or business. A stasis, therefore, 
could occur "at any point in the proceedings at which the 
contesting parties met 'head-on' by taking opposing positions 
on a question at hand."24
Stasis theory reached its fullest development at the 
hand of Hermagoras of Temnos. By that time, a hierarchy of 
importance emerged in the selection of stasis, with each 
defense being stronger than the one which followed.25 In 
fact, Kennedy observed that the process of determining the 
stasis in a given situation "could be viewed as one of 
elimination of each stasis successively."26 Thus, one would 
first attempt to use the stasis of fact. If that was not 
possible, then one would employ the stasis of definition, 
next the stasis of quality, and finally the stasis of 
objection. Kennedy suggests that by putting the stasis of 
objection last in order, "Hermagoras seems to have regarded 
it as a last resort and a kind of petty legalism."27
So viewed, stasis not only provides a means of 
classifying an argument, but also aids the critic in at least 
two ways. In the first place, stasis marks what the speaker 
considered to be the best arguments that could be used at a 
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isolating the central points of contention enables 
identification of what arguments would be most appropriate to 
a specific issue. Furthermore, by discovering the staseis 
the researcher is able to determine what the rhetor believed 
to be the most significant points/issues on which the 
audience's decision should hinge. Analyzing the staseis 
suggests what should be the most advantageous line of 
argument and directs the attention toward "what could be said 
to constrain an audience's judgements about controversial 
subjects.1,28
However, the concept of stasis is useful to the critic 
in at least one other way. It has been seen that, beginning 
in Hellenistic times, rhetoricians ranked these four staseis 
in an order of strength, with fact the strongest position and 
objection the weakest. By viewing these ministers' use of 
stasis longitudinally, it should be possible to determine 
from the patterns of usage the relative strength of the 
clergy's arguments from the beginnings of the period under 
study right up to the eve of the Civil War.
Analysis of Stasis in Pro-slaverv Sermons
Ten sermons are examined as to the staseis employed by 
the minister who preached the sermon. The rhetorical
28 Prelli 46.
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artifacts studied are religious orations which were preserved 
in pamphlets and/or books. The opinions expressed in these 
sermons were so popular at the time they were delivered that 
the sermons appeared in printed form for mass circulation, 
most of them at the request of the local southern population 
and/or the local newspapers.
Though the ten different pro-slavery sermons were 
examined individually, the information produced by the 
investigation is not presented on a sermon by sermon basis. 
Instead, the major points of dispute within each sermon are 
discussed categorically under the four major classical 
staseis. i.e. fact, definition, quality, and objection. It 
should be noted that throughout the remainder of this chapter 
the researcher will make extensive use of block quotations in 
order to more fully represent the counterarguments and 
ideologies expressed in these pro-slavery sermons. Though 
these preachers and their sermons may be considered verbose 
by contemporary standards, one should remember that this was 
the style of expression common in the antebellum South, both 
oral and written.
1. Stasis of Fact
One of the most common attacks fielded in these sermons 
was the charge that "slavery is a sin," and the stasis most 
commonly used in answering this attack was fact. In 
Servitude, and the Duty of Masters to their Servants. Rev.
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Samuel J. Cassells questioned how slavery could be considered
a sin at that time, when seventy-five years earlier "not only
slavery, but the African slave trade was advocated upon
grounds of humanity!"29 In effect, slavery had been
considered an act of humanity toward the Africans and their
abject condition. Those who had previously encouraged
slavery, according to Cassells, "now denounce slavery as sin,
and the slave-holder as unworthy the sacraments and
institutions of Christianity!"30 Furthering his denial of
slavery as a sin, Cassells stated it must remain sanctioned
since the Decalogue recognized and addressed the issue of
slavery. Furthermore, to hold that slavery was a sin would
be to "affirm that the Moral Law sanctions iniquity!"31
Continuing the same line of reasoning, Cassells argued that
The New Testament, then, left the subject of 
slavery just where it found it. The only 
influence it exerted upon it was that of imparting 
to it its own spirit and character. It taught 
masters justice, and kindness towards their 
servants; and it taught servants obedience and 
fidelity towards their masters.32
In similar fashion, Rev. W. T. Hamilton applied the 
stasis of fact by denying that slavery was a sin. "I take 
the ground distinctly and emphatically, that domestic
25 Samuel J. Cassells, Servitude, and the Duty of Masters 
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servitude as found among us at the South (however undesirable
it may be in some respects) is not, in itself, sinful."33
Hamilton concluded that if there was sin associated with
slavery, it was not in the nature of the relation itself, but
in the inappropriate care and neglect of duties. Based upon
the sermon's scriptural text, which encourages justness in
the relationship under the watchful eye of heaven, Hamilton
rationalized as follows:
[I]f a master treat his slaves as herein required, 
he discharges his whole duty as a master; he may 
continue a master, continue to hold slaves so 
treated, and yet be a good man, and a worthy
member of the church of Christ: which could not
be, were slave-holding sinful in the sight of
God.3*
Furthermore, after considering significant Old Testament
characters like Abraham, Joseph, and Moses, and God's 
dealings with them in reference to slavery, Hamilton reasoned 
that "What God sanctions cannot be in itself, and 
essentially, evil."35 Thus, Hamilton concluded that the 
Bible and God undeniably recognized and regulated the 
institution of slavery.
33 W. T. Hamilton, The Duties of Masters and Slaves 
Respectively: or. Domestic Servitude as Sanctioned by the
Bible (Mobile, AL: F. H. Brooks, 1845) 6.
34 Hamilton 7.
35 Hamilton 11.
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Frederick A. Ross, in his sermon to the General Assembly 
of the Presbyterian Church in Buffalo, New York,36 argued 
along the same lines: "the relation of master and slave is
not sin per se . . . [since] God nowhere says it is sin."37 
Interpreting the Scriptures according to the letter of the 
law, Ross asserted that since there was no scriptural 
injunction forbidding slavery, there could be no sin in the 
relation between master and slave.
In Duties of Masters to Their Slaves Rev. Cassells
addressed another line of Abolitionist attack which denied
the relationship of master and slave as valid or to be
officially recognized.38 Once again employing the stasis of
fact, Cassells contended that slavery did in fact exist in
the social status quo with presumption in its favor.
The relation between master and servant among us 
is a reality . . . .  The relation exists, and 
whether men will hear it or no, still the word of 
God will proclaim it, "Masters give unto your 
servants that which is just and equal, knowing 
that ye also have a master in Heaven." 
[Colossians 4:1]39
36 Though Rev. Ross ministered in the South, both of the 
General Assemblies of the Presbyterian Church which he 
addressed were annual national conventions meeting in 
northern cities, i.e. Buffalo, NY, and New York, NY.
37 Frederick A. Ross, "Sermon Delivered Before the 
General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, Buffalo, New 
York," Slavery Ordained of God (Philadelphia: J. B. 
Lippincott & Co., 1857) 29.
38 Cassells 3.
39 Cassells 10.
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 5 4
In Union and Slavery Rev. John T. Hendrick spoke to the 
question of whether slavery should be an issue upon which to 
base fellowship and communion. Hendrick argued that slavery 
was not by nature sinful. Rather, slavery resulted from sin, 
a consequence of God's judgement passed upon man's sin. In 
particular Hendrick referred to the sin of Ham, Noah's 
youngest son, as the reason for slavery's existence. Because 
slavery "resulted from man's own sin, depravity, and folly," 
rather than caused it, God did not deem it an issue upon 
which to base fellowship. Hendrick cited Biblical examples 
of Job and Abraham who owned slaves and yet God fellowshipped 
with them and blessed them. Jewish law given by God and even 
history itself showed the prevalence of slaves and slavery. 
Neither Christ nor the Apostles "interfered with the existing 
relations of master and servant, but in all cases, taught the 
relative duties of both master and servant. . . . "40
Therefore, slavery should not be an issue upon which to base 
fellowship and communion because "slavery was fully 
recognized and tolerated in the three great periods of the 
Church, in the patriarchal, the Jewish, and the Christian 
dispensations. . . . "41
Defending against this same line of attack in The 
Committing of Our Cause to God. Rev. Ferdinand Jacobs also
40 John T. Hendrick, Union and Slavery: A Thanksgiving 
Sermon (Clarksville, TN: C. 0. Faxon, 1850) 20.
41 Hendrick 22-23.
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used the stasis of fact by denying any design on God's part
to exclude slave-holders from fellowship or ministry:
The sum of the argument is this. Slavery has 
existed in the Church from the earliest ages; has 
been recognized under every dispensation, as one 
of the permanent relations of life; has been 
treated as properly a subject of rule; the holders 
of slaves are recognized as the servants of God, 
are spoken of in the highest terms of approbation, 
and are admitted to intimate communion with God.42
Rev. Joseph R. Wilson answered the Abolitionist attack
that slavery and Christianity were incompatible due to God's
disapproval of the institution. In Mutual Relation of
Masters and Slaves as Taught in the Bible, Wilson denied the
accusation by means of the stasis of fact. Wilson examined
the specific words used in the Bible that addressed the
slave/master relationship. He presented an etymological
study of the two significant Greek words occurring in the
scriptures which described slave and master relations, doulos
and despotas. Of the word doulos. which is translated
"slave," Wilson stated,
It refers us to a man who is in the relation of 
permanent and legal bondage to another: this
other having in him and his labor the strictest 
rights of property. The word is never employed to 
indicate the condition of a mere hireling. It 
points out a dependent who is solely under the 
authority of a master."43
42 Ferdinand Jacobs, The Committing of Our Cause to God: 
A Sermon (Charleston: A. J. Burke, 1850) 10.
43 Joseph R. Wilson, Mutual Relation of Masters and 
Slaves as Taught in the Bible: A Discourse (Augusta, GA: 
Steam Press of Chronicle & Sentinel, 1861) 5-6.
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The word despotas, the scriptural opposite of "slave"
according to Wilson, is rendered as "lord," "possessor,"
"owner," or "master" throughout the scriptures. Thus, the
Bible, commonly accepted by Presbyterians as God's standard
for truth and humanity's guide to Christianity, clearly
acknowledged the existence of slaves and masters and
connected the two in relationship with each other in the
kingdom of God.
Now, we have already seen that the Holy Spirit
employs words which He has intended to be
understood as distinctly enunciating the existence 
of domestic servitude —  that He has sent to all 
the world a volume of truth, which is indisputably 
addressed to men who hold slaves and to the slaves 
who possess masters —  and that, from the
connections in which these highly suggestive words 
occur, He has included slavery as an organizing 
element in that family order which lies at the 
very foundation of Church and State.'14
Further developing this line of thought, Wilson affirmed that
slavery was sanctioned by divine authority and "by both the
utterance and silence of Scripture."45
One of the primary contributing factors that enabled 
southern Presbyterians like Rev. Wilson to hold such a 
dogmatic position was their belief in Biblical literalism. 
Consonant with that belief, God could not disregard 
prevailing error, crime, or sin, and any grave offence 
against God would be clearly denounced in the Scriptures; 
however, slavery was no where denounced in the Bible.
44 Wilson 7.
45 Wilson 10.
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Throughout the scriptures, Wilson argued, "slavery is never
once condemned, never once even discountenanced. On the
contrary, provision is made for its perpetuation . . . . "46
Thus, slavery not only was compatible with Christianity, it
was also approved by God. To support his claim, Wilson cited
the Ten Commandments, Levitical law, and the Apostle Paul,
and concluded:
Let neither master nor servant dispute the 
righteousness, doubt the wisdom, or fear the 
reproach of the relation which they sustain 
towards each other. It is not sinful. It is not
inexpedient. It is not degradatory [sic].47
2. Stasis of Definition
As discussed earlier, the stasis of definition is used 
when the conflict or "contrary impulse" is over the 
identifying label of an act because of what the label 
implies. Of the sermons in this study, the boldest and 
broadest application of this stasis occurred in The Rights 
and Duties of Masters by James H. Thornwell.48 As one of 
the three major focuses in this sermon, Thornwell attempted 
to re-define the true pressing issue confronting both the
46 Wilson 11.
47 Wilson 14.
48 James H. Thornwell, The Rights and Duties of Masters: 
A Sermon (Charleston, SC: Steam-Power Press of Walker &
James, 1850); also occurring in The Collected Writings of 
James Henley Thornwell. eds. John B. Adger and John L. 
Girardeau, 4 vols. (Richmond: Presbyterian Committee of
Publication, 1871-73) 4: 398-436.
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North and the South. In offering another definition,
Thornwell shifted the locus of the central issue in the
conflict away from slavery per se to broader issues of human 
social interaction of all kinds. Since Thornwell could not 
deny the existence of slavery, he simply changed the 
definition of the issue which he believed to be at the heart 
of the conflict. Strategically he broadened the scope of the 
issue to make slavery appear minuscule by comparison. By re­
defining the issue, Thornwell removed its pungency and 
depicted slavery as a consequence rather than a cause.49 
His response was:
It is not the narrow question of abolition or of 
slavery —  not simply whether we will emancipate 
our negroes or not; the real question is the
relations of man to society —  of States to the
individual, and of the individual to States; a 
question as broad as the interests of the human 
race . . . .  In one word, the world is the battle 
ground —  Christianity and Atheism the combatants; 
and the progress of humanity the stake.50
The question most commonly answered by means of the
stasis of definition dealt with the nature of slavery.
Thornwell presented the Abolitionists' description and
opinion of slavery as follows:
It is common to describe slavery as the property 
of man in man —  as the destruction of all 
personal human rights, the absorption of the 
humanity of one individual into the will and the 
power of another. "The very idea of a slave," says
49 R. Pepper Dill, "An Analysis of Stasis in James H. 
Thornwell's Sermon, 'The Rights and Duties of Masters,'" The 
Journal of Communication and Religion 10 (1988): 21.
50 Thornwell Duties, 405-06.
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Dr. Charming [an Abolitionist], "is that he
belongs to another, that he is bound to live and 
labour [sic] for another, to be another's 
instrument, and to make another's will his 
habitual law, however adverse to his own . . . ." 
[I]t violate's [sic?] all human rights, not 
incidentally, but necessarily. systematically,
from its very nature.51
Employing the stasis of definition, however, Thornwell
defined slavery differently. "What is it that makes a man a
slave? We answer the obligation to labour [sic] for
another . . . independently of the provisions of a contract.
The right which the master has is a right, not to a man, but
to his labour [sic]. . . . In Thornwell's Our National
Sins, a sermon delivered on a state-called day of fasting in
South Carolina, he argued that a person's labor could be
owned as capital, but the person could not be owned as a
thing. Thornwell explained, "Slavery is nothing but an
organization of labour [sic], and an organization by virtue
of which labour [sic] and capital are made to coincide."53
Similarly, Rev. Samuel J. Cassells used the stasis of 
definition to defend the southern position on slavery against 
northern attack. Countering Abolitionist arguments, Cassells 
denied that slavery was a "traffic in human blood; as
51 Thornwell Duties. 408-09.
52 Thornwell Duties. 414.
53 James H. Thornwell, "Our National Sins," Fast Day 
Sermons: or the Pulpit on the State of the Country (New
York: Rudd & Carleton, 1861) 9-56; also in The Collected
Writings of James Henley Thornwell. eds. John B. Adger and 
John L. Girardeau, 4 vols. (Richmond: Presbyterian Committee 
of Publication, 1871-73) 4: 510- 548.
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property in human flesh, &c. These ideas, however, are all 
imaginative; when we remember that slavery refers to service 
not to flesh —  to labor, not to human nature."54 According 
to Cassells' definition, slavery referred to the right of one 
man to the service of another. Therefore, it was not so much 
the man himself who was enslaved, as it was his labor. 
Cassells defended his definition of slavery so adamantly that 
he considered any understanding of slavery which extended 
beyond the boundaries of labor alone to be pernicious and 
erroneous. Life belonged only to God and could never be 
under the power of mere mortals. Slavery did not include 
rights to the slave's life, possessions, or conscience —  
only his service. Though the master kept in his possession 
the person of the slave, it was only as the best means of 
securing the slave's service.55
Rev. Hamilton exercised the stasis of definition when 
he addressed an attack proclaiming slavery inconsistent with 
the law of love. Hamilton denied the attack by stating, "the 
abuse of a thing is no part of the thing itself,"55 that is, 
just because some may act unlovingly does not mean that 
slavery is an unloving institution. The law of love, 
according to Hamilton's definition, required people "not to 
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society, but to treat each person in a manner suited to 
[their] relative positions. . . . "57 Thus, love's aim was
not to remove the inequalities of society, but to treat 
others with the kindness due their position in society.
Rev. Ferdinand Jacobs defended the South's peculiar
institution by fielding an Abolitionist attack which claimed
God disapproved of slavery because it was evil. In answering
this accusation, Jacobs acknowledged that the institution of
slavery was an evil, but only in the sense that it was a
consequence of the curse of sin and therefore a natural evil:
Slavery, . . .  as we have constantly admitted, may 
be a natural evil, as poverty is an evil . . . .
[However, ] there is not one word in the New
Testament —  nor in the Old, —  tending to sunder 
this relation, as a moral evil, but many words 
tending to regulate, to cement, to perpetuate 
it. "ss
According to Rev. Jacobs, evil could be classified as either 
natural or moral. Natural evil was something with which 
humanity must live as a consequence of sin's entrance into 
the world, e.g. sickness, death, poverty, floods,
earthquakes, and slavery. Moral evil consisted of actions 
and attitudes associated with natural evil. Jacobs' 
distinction between the two classes of evil rested upon the 
issue of choice. Natural evil was a providential
repercussion from Adam's original sin and could not be 
prevented or altered by mere mortals. Moral evil, on the
57 Hamilton 15.
58 Jacobs 17.
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other hand, represented choices of disobedience to God, 
providence, and divine law.
Jacobs furthered his distinction between natural and 
moral evil by examining the tenth Commandment which states, 
"Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor's house, . . . thy
neighbor's wife, nor his man-servant, nor his maid-servant" 
(KJV). Jacobs asserted, "In this commandment the right of 
property in the slave, is not only recognized, but is 
specifically defended, on the immediate authority of 
God . . . .  "59 In defending slavery, Jacobs argued that
God not only gave His stamp of approval upon the institution, 
but also indicated that slavery was not a moral evil. 
Slavery, therefore, stood merely as a dispensational 
component in God's providential plan and God-fearing people 
should respect it- This required Christians, according to 
Jacobs, to faithfully discharge all their responsibilities in 
all of life's relations in which providence had placed them.
Closely akin to the Abolitionists' claim that slavery 
was an evil was the attack that slavery was a transgression 
or sin. As discussed earlier, this line of argument was one 
of the most common and several different staseis were used in 
countering it. In his sermon in Buffalo, New York, Rev. 
Frederick A. Ross replied to the accusati©n-by simply denying 
the fact of such a claim (see above). However, in a sermon
59 Jacobs 16.
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preached in New York, New York, in 1856,60 Ross employed the 
stasis of definition. Ross argued that sin existed on two 
planes, transgression of the law and exertion of the self- 
will. Since no divine law existed prohibiting the existence 
of slavery or the relation between master and slave, there 
could be no sin on this plane. Exerting one's self-will 
meant not submitting to the providential will of God. Thus, 
slavery could only be sin if the slave or the master rebelled 
against the providential lot in which God had placed either 
of them, exerting the self-will above God's will.61
In this same sermon Rev. Ross also answered an attack 
which asserted that no man had the right to rule over 
another. Using the stasis of definition, Ross went back to 
the Book of Genesis to establish what he believed to be the 
origin of human government where God said to the woman, "Thy 
desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee" 
(Gen. 3, KJV). He described this passage in the following 
way:
There, in that law, is the beginning of government 
ordained of God. There is the beginning of the 
rule of the superior over the inferior, bound to 
obey. . . . Adam, in his right, from God, to rule 
over his wife and children, had all the authority 
afterwards expanded in the patriarch and king. 
This simple, beautiful fact, . . . solves the
60 Frederick A. Ross, "Sermon Delivered in the General 
Assembly, New York, 1856," Slavery Ordained of God 
(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott & Co., 1857) 32-68.
61 Ross "New York, New York," 42-47.
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problem, whence and how has man right to rule over 
man •
Ross equated the relation between master and slave with that 
of the husband/wife relationship and the parent/child 
relationship. The essence of Ross' argument rested upon 
distinctions within the concept of "rule" and its definition. 
For him, "rule" did not mean to dominate, but to have 
authority over another. Thus, there was no problem in 
governments or individuals exercising authority over others.
The stasis of definition was once again employed by Rev. 
Ross to counter the attack that slavery was a self-serving 
oppressive system. Ross argued that slavery was in reality 
not self-serving, but a trust given by God to care for the 
infidel.
Southern masters . . . hold from God, individually 
and collectively, the highest and the noblest 
responsibility ever given by Him to individual 
private men on all the face of the earth. For God
has entrusted to them to train millions of the
most degraded in form and intellect, . . .  to
train them, and to give them civilization, and the
light and the life of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ.63
3. Stasis of Quality
When an individual cannot deny the fact of an event or 
accusation, nor that the act or accusation has been given an 
proper identifying label, the next course of action would be
62 Ross "New York, New York," 47.
63 Ross "New York, New York," 67-68.
R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 6 5
to argue that the act or accusation was less harmful than 
alleged by demonstrating extenuating circumstances. This is 
done by implementing the stasis of quality. Rev. Samuel 
Cassells used this particular stasis in answering the same 
attack fielded by Rev. Ross above, that is, that the South 
maintained slavery out of self-serving interests. Where Ross 
redefined it in terms of a God-given trust, Cassells 
countered the attack by referring to the burden and 
responsibilities produced by the system of slavery. Cassells 
held that such a great burden and responsibility far 
outweighed any possibility and potential for self-serving 
interests.
No, it is not a selfish and sordid interest that 
we are serving. Ours is the great task of bearing 
immense responsibilities, of carrying the burdens 
of others, and of providing for the moral and 
social wants of an exotic race . . . .64
A common Abolitionist line of attack was that no good 
can come from slavery. Though the circumstances surrounding 
slavery were not without flaws and problems, argued Rev. John 
T. Hendrick, God brought "good out of evil —  turning the 
cause into a blessing —  and causing the wrath of man to 
praise him [God]."“ The "good" noted by Hendrick referred 
to the evangelism produced by the existence of the South's 
peculiar institution. In fact, Hendrick stated, "No truth is 
clearer to my mind than that the hand of God is in all this
64 Cassells 15.
65 Hendrick 12.
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matter, and that great and glorious results will follow from 
the existence of slavery in the United States."66 He 
contended that more souls had been saved by the existence of 
slavery them through any other mission effort to that point. 
One in every six slaves had professed Christianity. "How 
amazing and how gracious the overruling providence of God, in 
making use of the slave trade, as a means, indirectly, of 
saving more souls than all the combined missionary operations 
of all Christendom, within the last three hundred 
years . . . . "67
Rev. Ferdinand Jacobs also employed the stasis of 
quality to refute the charge that slavery violated the 
essential elements of human existence. At first reading, 
Jacobs appeared to be using the stasis of fact because he 
simply stated "all men are not created equal" and "liberty is 
not an inalienable right."68 However, Jacobs' development 
of the argument pivoted upon the stasis of quality. Jacobs 
was not so much denouncing liberty and equality as he was 
asserting those concepts as ideal states and denying the 
reality of those ideal states at that point in time. Jacobs 
took issue with the qualifier "all" which indicated the force 
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Ideally, Jacobs argued, all men were created free and equal 
according to God's design. But the entrance and effect of 
sin made that pragmatically impossible. He pointed out other 
countries and governments, finances, living locations and 
conditions; and then stated unequivocally, "INEQUALITY is now 
the law of our being."70 Though the circumstances 
surrounding mankind's life in this world may not be ideal, 
they did not violate the essential elements of human
existence.
Rev. Samuel Cassells addressed a similar line of attack 
when he asked the question, "[A]re there any righteous
grounds upon which a man may be under obligation to serve 
another for life? or, in other words, can slavery have a 
foundation in natural justice?"71 Cassells' use of the 
stasis of quality offered several sets of circumstances and 
conditions that he believed permitted the existence of such 
an institution. First, a man may invest his service just 
like capital, as with Jacob who bound himself to Laban for 
fourteen years to acquire the hand of Rachel in marriage. 
This he labeled "natural capital." Second, a man may 
obligate his service when he "hires himself to another for a 
given period." Third, debts make a man a slave to his 
creditors. The debtor could then either work to pay off the
debt or be sold according to Hebrew Law. Fourth, a criminal
70 Jacobs 8.
71 Cassells 6.
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could be punished by the state in terms of slavery for life. 
Fifth, throughout history captives of war, if not killed, 
were enslaved. Finally, a child by birth took the social 
condition of the parents and therefore could be born into 
slavery according to Exodus 21:4 and 7.72
Three of these conditions or causes of enslavement,
Cassells said, were involved in the institution of American
slavery. In warring among themselves, native Africans
enslaved each other. Those who enslaved their captives sold
their "natural capital," or labor, to others. Eventually,
those enslaved and brought to America helped perpetuate the
institution by bearing children into the condition of
slavery.73 Though the circumstances of enslavement may have
been an injustice in man's eyes, Cassells believed that the
"natural justice" of God's plan may have been evangelizing
the uttermost parts of the earth. Thus, the righteousness
produced by evangelizing slaves provided for Cassells
sufficient grounds to justify the obligation of one man to
serve another man for life.
It may be, that God designs to accomplish some 
great and good part in the evangelization of the 
world by the Christian slaves of America. . . .
Their bondage is a mere circumstance. It may, or 
may not fall off; but doubtlessly vast good is 
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In his sermon to the General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church in New York, New York, Rev. Frederick 
Ross answered an attack which argued that slavery had only 
produced national trouble and agitation. Ross agreed that 
strife and conflict had resulted over the institution of 
slavery, but he counterargued that the trouble and agitation 
was sent by God for the good of both sections —  to bring the 
northern and the southern mind into harmony and to bless both 
the white and the black man. "I see him [God] more honored 
in the South to-day [sic] than he was twenty-five years ago; 
and that higher regard is due, mainly, to the agitation of 
the slavery question."75 According to Ross, the agitation 
forced southern divines to search the scriptures in order to 
validate their peculiar institution and try to prove the very 
truth and justice of its existence.
In an attempt to diminish the strength of the recurring 
Abolitionist attack upon the evil of slavery and its 
sinfulness, Ross pointed to the circumstances of the North's 
involvement in slavery and attempted a comparison between the 
slave and his African counterpart. Where Rev. Samuel Jacobs 
chose to use the stasis of definition and divide evil into 
"natural evil" and "moral evil," Ross used the stasis of 
quality in an effort to show the extenuating circumstances 
surrounding slavery. If northerners truly believed that 
slavery was evil, Ross wondered why they had no problem
75 Ross "New York, New York," 36.
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buying southern products made available by means of southern
slavery. Ross declared:
You know you are purchasing cotton, rice, sugar, 
sprinkled with blood, literally, you say, from the 
lash of the driver! Why do you buy? What's the 
difference between my filching this blood-stained 
cotton from the outraged negro, and your standing 
by, taking it from me? You . . . daily stain your 
hands in this horrid traffic. You hate the 
traitor, but you love the treason.76
Later in this same sermon, Ross furthered his counterargument
against slavery being evil by drawing the following
comparison:
[T]he southern slave, though degraded compared 
with his master, is elevated and ennobled compared 
with his brethren in Africa. Let the Northern man 
learn these things, and be wise to cultivate the 
spirit that will harmonize with his brethren of 
the South, who are lovers of liberty as truly as 
himself.77
Interestingly, Ross did not deny either that slavery was evil 
or the definition of evil, but rather by means of the stasis 
of quality contested the argument along two lines. First, if 
slavery was evil, both the North and the South were guilty by 
association. Secondly, by comparing the southern slave with 
the black man in Africa, slavery could be shown to not be 
evil if the slave was in better circumstances and in a better 
condition than his pagan barbarian kinsmen. Thus, 
circumstantially, southern slavery could not be evil.
76 Ross "Buffalo," 17.
77 Ross "Buffalo," 29.
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Also confronting the issue of slavery's morality was
Rev. James H. Thornwell. Using the stasis of quality,
Thornwell dealt with the providential circumstances of
universal evil. His evaluation was that ultimately everyone
is a pawn in the providential hands of God. There was very
little one could do with the circumstances in which he found
himself. Therefore, morality could never be evaluated by the
circumstances, but always and inevitably on a personal,
individual basis in relation to God. True morality, then,
was based on the individual1s responses to the providential
circumstances in which God had placed him.
Slavery is a part of the curse which sin has 
introduced into the world, and stands in the same 
general relations to Christianity as poverty, 
sickness, disease or death. In other words, it is 
a relation which can only be conceived as taking 
place among fallen beings —  tainted with a 
curse. . . . The real question is, whether it is 
incompatible with the spiritual prosperity of 
individuals, or of the general progress and 
education of society.78
Thus, rather than judging the morality of slavery by the
conditions and institutions of fallen man or by social
opinion, Thornwell advocated that slavery's morality be
evaluated on the basis of "how" the individual slave and
slave-owner related to God within the framework of slavery
itself. If the quality of that relationship was good, it
mitigated any bad results from slavery.
76 Thornwell "Duties," 420, 422.
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Another attack against which Thornwell applied the
stasis of quality was one that probably raised the hackles of
every God-fearing southerner —  that northerners were somehow
more holy than southerners. Thornwell retorted, "they may
say to us, Stand by, we are holier than you; but the day of
reckoning must come."79 He reasoned that holiness was
determined by, and varied primarily according to, the
standards by which it was measured. Further, he argued that
under the northern system of employment all would be well as
long as capital sought labor. But, when labor started asking
for capital, i.e. men seeking work, Thornwell believed
hostility would erupt over the conflicting interests.
We desire to see no such state of things among 
ourselves, and we accept as a good and merciful 
constitution the organization of labour [sic] 
which Providence has given us in slavery. Like 
every human arrangement, it is liable to abuse; 
but in its idea, and in its ultimate influence 
upon the social system, it is wise and 
beneficent.80
Basically, Thornwell advanced the argument that the 
circumstances involved in maintaining a socially and 
economically stable institution (as slavery did in the South) 
was a more holy cause and effort than what was espoused and 
advocated in the North.
Getting more at the heart of Abolitionist intent, Rev. 
Ross responded to the attack that slaves should be
79 Thornwell "National Sins," 541.
80 Thornwell "National Sins," 541.
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emancipated and slavery abolished. Both Rev. Ross and Rev.
Palmer addressed this attack. Ross, using the stasis of
quality, contended that the descendants of the New England
"kidnappers," i.e. slave traders, should assist southern
slaveholders by monetarily matching their investment and
manpower loss. Ross stated,
"You, gentlemen, made the best of the bargain. 
And you have kept every dollar of your money from 
the charity of emancipating the slave. You have 
left us, unaided, to give millions. Will you now 
come to our help? Will you give dollar for dollar 
to equalize our loss?"81
According to Ross, if the North wanted the slaves
emancipated, they should be willing to help defray the cost
of the southern economic loss, especially since the North had
benefitted so handsomely from the South's peculiar
institution. Thus, Ross believed the circumstances
surrounding the North's involvement in introducing slavery
into the United States made them equally financially liable
and accountable for the demise of the institution.
Also answering this same line of northern attack, Rev. 
Benjamin Palmer asked, "With this institution assigned to our 
keeping, what reply shall we make to those who say that its 
days are numbered?"82 As the sermon title, The South: Her
81 Ross "Buffalo," 18.
82 Benjamin Morgan Palmer, The South: Her Peril and Her
Duty (New Orleans: The True Witness and Sentinel, 1860) 8. 
It should be noted that this sermon was also titled 
"Thanksgiving Sermon" and "Slavery: A Divine Trust" in
subsequent printings. However, they are all three the same 
sermon.
R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 7 4
Peril and Her Duty, might suggest, Palmer strove to establish
in the first part of the sermon what he believed to be the
South's providential trust, "to conserve and to perpetuate
the institution of domestic slavery as now existing
[I860]."83 Interestingly, Palmer built his entire sermon
upon the stasis of quality and developed his counterarguments
progressively from several different angles. Palmer's first
argument stemmed from the "principle of self-preservation."
Need I pause to show how this system of servitude 
underlies and supports our material interests?
. how this system is interwoven with our 
entire social fabric? . . . how it has fashioned 
our modes of life, and determined all our habits 
of thought and feeling, and molded the very type 
of our civilization? How, then, can the hand of 
violence be laid upon it without involving our 
existence?84
Palmer clearly articulated what was at the very heart of the 
slavery controversy for the South —  the South's way of life. 
No matter how southerners defended slavery, the South had a 
vested interest in protecting and preserving its way of life, 
and slavery was at its very core.
Continuing to utilize the stasis of quality, Palmer's 
second line of argument denied slavery should be abolished 
because southerners were duty bound "as the constituted 
guardians of the slaves themselves."88 Palmer believed the 




R eproduced with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 7 5
of protection provided them under the southern patriarchal 
system. Under this system the slave was held in similar 
relation as a child to a parent.®6 Thus, abolishing 
slavery, according to Palmer, would be like sending out a 
child all alone and unprotected.
Still using the stasis of quality, Palmer built his 
third argument upon the South's duty to the civilized world. 
He noted that "all branches of industry fall back upon the 
soil."87 The northern agricultural dependence on the South 
and the southern industrial dependence on the North created 
a "partnership, as no people ever thrived before since the 
first shining of the sun."88 Furthermore, many major 
European countries depended upon the agricultural products of 
the South, causing Palmer to assert, "Strike now a blow to 
this system of labor, and the world itself totters at the 
stroke."85
A final argument advanced by Palmer, again making use of 
the stasis of quality, was the South's responsibility to 
"defend the cause of God and religion. . . .  To the South 
the highest position is assigned, of defending, before all 
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From Palmer's perspective, to create any major alteration 
from the predestined design of the accepted status quo meant 
challenging the providence of God. Therefore, the South in 
essence had a spiritual mandate not only to accept the 
providential lot which they had been given, but to defend it 
as they would defend truth or God Himself. According to 
Palmer's admonition, neither the North nor the South should 
attempt to control the providence of God, but rather the 
providence of God should control man.91
Rev. Benjamin Palmer capsulized his four-faceted
argument in terms of "duty." He held that slavery must not
be abolished because of the circumstances of duty which
rested with the South. Explaining his line of reasoning,
Palmer made the following claim:
[It] touches the four cardinal points of duty to 
ourselves, to our slaves, to the world, and to 
almighty God. It establishes the nature and 
solemnity of our present trust to preserve and 
transmit our existing system of domestic 
servitude, . . . wherever Providence and nature
may carry it. This trust we will discharge in the 
face of the worst possible peril.92
Throughout Palmer's sermon, the theme of providential duty
and trust charged his arguments with not only God's approval




R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 7 7
4. Stasis of Objection
When the accused believes that his opponent is out of 
place argumentatively, or has no right to bring accusation at 
all, the stasis of objection is used. A modern example of 
this stasis in action occurs in the courtroom when one lawyer 
objects to the other lawyer's legal procedure or line of 
questioning. This stasis, however, is the weakest point of 
contention at which to take on an issue, primarily because it 
addresses process and procedure rather than content and 
issues. Understandably, then, the stasis of objection was 
the least exercised stasis in these selected sermons because 
it offered the weakest stance of opposition. In fact, only 
two of the clergy employed the stasis of objection, Rev. W. 
T. Hamilton and Rev. Frederick A. Ross.
Rev. Hamilton observed that there were a number of 
Abolitionists who held that if the Mosaic Law justified 
slavery, it would also have to justify polygamy. Hamilton 
responded by arguing that "the cases are not parallel."93 
In addition to Mosaic Law, regulations guiding the 
institution of slavery were given to the Apostles in the New 
Testament, thereby renewing God's sanction upon slavery under 
the New Covenant. Furthermore, under the New Covenant God 
withdrew His sanction of polygamy "and declared it to be 
adultery for a man to have more than one wife at a time."94
93 Hamilton 11.
94 Hamilton 12.
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Hamilton based his argument condemning polygamy upon Matthew 
19, which states, "whosoever putteth away his wife, saving 
for the cause of fornication, and marrieth another, 
committeth adultery" (KJV). Thus, Hamilton employed the 
stasis of objection by declaring the analogy between the 
justification of slavery and the justification of polygamy to 
be invalid and not comparable. Since slavery and polygamy 
could not be truly parallelled in the New Testament, Hamilton 
argued that Abolitionists had no right or grounds to draw 
inferences based upon the comparison. Basically, Hamilton 
declared the Abolitionists "out of order." He also used the 
stasis of objection in answering the Abolitionists' efforts 
which encouraged slaves to run away to the North. Hamilton 
argued that the same providence of God which had placed 
Africans in the trust and care of slave-owners (southerners), 
also established the government and law of the land. Since 
the laws of Congress and the decisions of the Supreme Court 
of the United States supported the fugitive slave laws, 
Hamilton claimed that Abolitionists had no right to go 
against God’s established government or encourage others to 
disobey the law.95
In Buffalo, New York, at the General Assembly of the 
Presbyterian Church, men of the North with Abolitionist 
leanings wanted a committee to investigate particular issues 
and questions pertaining to slavery as it existed in the
95 Hamilton 24-25.
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southern Presbyterian churches. Specifically, they wanted to
know (1) the number of slaveholding members of the churches
and the number of slaves they owned; (2) of the total number
of these slaves, how many were still enslaved due to the laws
of the states, obligations of guardianship, and demands of
humanity; and finally, (3) how the southern churches regarded
the sacredness of marriage vows among the slaves, and to what
extent and manner were religious provisions made for the
spiritual well-being of the slaves. In response to this
request that the southern churches should submit to an
investigation and inquiry by such a committee, Ross said:
Sir, it is just simply a fixed fact: the South
will not submit to these questions. No, not for 
an instant. We will not permit you to approach us 
at all. . . .  As gentlemen you may ask us these 
questions, —  we will answer you. But,
ecclesiastically, you cannot speak in this matter. 
You have no power to move as you propose.96
Conclusion
Antebellum southerners held a deep reverence for the 
church and the pulpit. The preacher who occupied the pulpit 
served as a representative of God and the words spoken from 
the pulpit had a divine sanctioning. Ministers and their 
sermons wielded a great deal of influence in southern 
society. Thus, the clergy came to function as spokesmen for
96 Ross "Buffalo," 21.
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the people of the antebellum South —  the public. As 
spokesmen for the public, the clergy reflected and reinforced 
the South’s values and sociopolitical position, and presented 
uncommon unity in their defense, arguments, and expressions.
Ten pro-slavery sermons from eight different southern 
Presbyterian ministers were analyzed in this chapter 
according to the staseis employed within the sermons. By 
applying stasis theory the researcher was able to examine the 
rhetorical invention within the pro-slavery sermons and 
investigate the pro-slavery position espoused by southern 
Presbyterian clergy in the form of deliberative debate. 
Findings and conclusions from the analysis of these sermons 
are discussed in the next chapter.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Consequences of the Study
An examination of the staseis used in these sermons 
permits the identification of the key issues of contention 
between northern Abolitionists and southern Presbyterian 
clergy. Though argued upon different grounds and employing 
a variety of evidence and reasoning, three categorical issues 
of conflict emerged: the morality of slavery, the nature of
slavery, and the superiority / inferiority of each section's 
spiritual condition. Each of the four major classical 
staseis was used at some point within the ten sermons that 
were studied. The most commonly used stasis was that of 
quality, followed by fact, definition, and objection. Though 
no single sermon contained all four staseis. Rev. Frederick 
Ross, over the space of two sermons, was the only preacher to 
employ all four staseis.
181
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Analysis of the ten pro-slavery sermons revealed twenty- 
seven separate uses of stasis. Of those uses, the stasis of 
quality was employed thirty-seven percent (37%) of the time, 
the stasis of fact thirty percent (30%), the stasis of 
definition twenty-two percent (22%), and the stasis of 
objection eleven percent (11%).
The use of the four staseis in each of the three decades 
with which this study was concerned provides a new 
perspective on the strategy of the pro-slavery argument as 
developed by the southern Presbyterian clergy. Of the two 
sermons in this study which were preached in the 1840's, the 
stasis of fact was used forty-five percent (45%) of the time. 
The sermons from the 1850's and the two years of the 1860's 
immediately preceding the Civil War revealed a sharp decline 
in the use of the stasis of fact to twenty-one percent (21%) 
and twenty-five percent (25%), respectively. Similarly, the 
stasis of objection was employed twenty-two percent (22%) of 
the time in the pro-slavery sermons from the 1840's, but 
eventually was not used at all in the three sermons preached 
in 1860 and 1861. The decline in the use of the staseis of 
fact and objection during the twenty years preceding the war 
suggests that the southern Presbyterian clergy found them to 
be less effective in defending the pro-slavery position.
In contrast, the two staseis of definition and quality 
increased in their usage between 1843 and 1861. The stasis 
of definition was employed eleven percent (11%) of the time
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in the two pro-slavery sermons from the 1840's. In the 
sermons from the 1850's and 1860's, the use of the stasis of 
definition had increased to twenty-nine percent (29%) and 
twenty-five percent (25%), respectively. The stasis of 
quality was used twenty-two percent (22%) of the time in the 
sermons from the 1840's, but increased to forty-three percent 
(43%) during the 1850's and fifty percent (50%) in 1860 and 
1861. The increase in the use of the staseis of definition 
and quality suggests that the pro-slavery Presbyterian 
ministers believed them to be the most effective in 
maintaining their defensive position. As the impending 
national breech moved ever closer, it became more difficult 
and less tenable to deny the facts surrounding slavery or to 
protest the North’s interference in the Southern way of life. 
More and more defensive energies focused upon the shades of 
definitional distinction and the circumstances involved in 
the South's peculiar institution. By the eve of the Civil 
War, southern pro-slavery Presbyterian preachers apparently 
believed their strongest defense was to be found in the 
stasis of quality by arguing the extenuating circumstances 
surrounding slavery in the South.
The southern Presbyterian clergy's choice and 
implementation of stasis suggests several conclusions about 
their defense of the South's peculiar institution. First, 
recognizing that their strongest defense lay in denying the 
facts associated with slavery, they attempted to use the
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stasis of fact wherever possible. However, since much of 
what was contested about slavery was observable, it made 
denying the data extremely difficult. The lines of defense 
in which the pro-slavery preachers used the stasis of fact 
were on a spiritual/moral level. They denied the fact that 
slavery was sin or evil, or that it was inconsistent with the 
law of love, the basis of church fellowship and communion, 
and incompatible with Christianity.
Second, according to classical stasis theory, if the 
fact of an act or event cannot be denied, then the 
identifying label of the act or event should be disputed 
because of what the label implies. The largest application 
of the stasis of definition was to the nature of slavery as 
it existed in the South. The clergymen argued that the 
controversy over slavery would be greatly reduced if the 
North had a clearer understanding and more accurate 
definition of slavery. Therefore, in their sermons, they 
attempted to shift the Abolitionist focus on slavery from 
"owning human beings as property" to "owning the labor of men 
and women." The remainder of the efforts at redefinition 
once again took the high moral ground in attempting to 
correct or clarify the northern understanding of sin and 
evil.
Third, the stasis of quality by its very nature offers 
the most versatility and the widest range of applications. 
The stasis of quality attempts to demonstrate extenuating
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circumstances, and the ministers used it as a defense against 
a variety of attacks. Southern Presbyterian clerics provided 
justification of slavery, the humanitarian benefits of 
slavery, the justness of slavery, and the divine intent of 
slavery. All of this was based on providential circumstances 
beyond the South's control. The ministers apparently sought 
to convince northerners of the extenuating circumstances 
within which the South was forced to operate and recognize 
their efforts as just, moral, and righteous.
Finally, the least used stasis in the sermons was that 
of objection. However, if the staseis are ranked in a 
hierarchy of strength, the stasis of objection is the least 
effective, in part because it implicitly concedes the three 
staseis that stand above it. It does not call into question 
the content of the arguments, but the manner in which the 
arguments are developed and presented. When the southern 
Presbyterian clergy objected to the interference of northern 
Abolitionists in the South's way of doing things, they were 
no longer defending the legitimacy of slavery. Though pro­
slavery Presbyterian preachers cried "foul," that argument 
was of little consequence to norther Abolitionists who were 
concerned with the immorality of slavery and its impact on 
the national character as a whole. Precisely because of that 
characterization of slavery, the Abolitionists would probably 
have asserted a moral right to "interfere" in the 
continuation of the South's "peculiar institution."
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Leland Griffin observed that eventually invention runs 
dry and rhetoricians defending a cause, having exhausted 
their lines of argument, begin to repeat their stock 
arguments and appeals.1 The application of stasis theory to 
the sermons included in the present study suggests that 
Griffin's claim concerning the exhaustion of argument applies 
to that discourse. Presbyterian clergy in the antebellum 
South ultimately exhausted their available means of pro­
slavery defense, began to repeat their most effective stock 
arguments and appeals, and eventually adopted the strongest 
and most effective strategy of contention available to 
them —  the stasis of quality.
The question might be asked, "Did these ministers alter 
their rhetorical strategies when they addressed audiences 
outside of the South?" Unfortunately, there is little 
evidence on which to make a judgment. Of the ten sermons 
examined in this dissertation, only two were preached to 
audiences known to be comprised of both pro-slavery advocates 
and Abolitionist sympathizers. Both of these sermons were 
delivered by Rev. Frederick Ross at General Assemblies of the 
Presbyterian Church. The first sermon was preached in 
somewhat impromptu fashion in Buffalo, New York, as an 
apparently light-hearted reply to testimony and reports
JLeland M. Griffin, "The Rhetoric of Social Movements," 
Quarterly Journal of Speech 38 (1952): 186.
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against slavery in the South.2 Ross' objective in this 
sermon was to show that slavery was of God and good for the 
slave, the master, and America until providence unfolded 
another and better destiny. The second sermon was delivered 
in New York City, as an expansion of the same themes 
discussed in the sermon delivered in Buffalo. Ross had been 
challenged to argue the question of slavery from the Bible, 
and in so doing he attempted to offer a typical southern 
defense of the institution.
Ross did not attempt in any appreciable way to alter or 
adapt his arguments and appeals to these audiences which 
contained Abolitionist sympathizers. His arguments and 
strategies are remarkably consistent with other pro-slavery 
Presbyterian clerical apologists when they spoke in the 
South. Strategically, Ross manipulated the context of the 
slavery argument through the use of expansion and encouraged 
a moral alliance of southerners. Ideologically, he appealed 
to Scriptural literalism, the providence and blessings of 
God, and the paternal care and responsibility of southerners. 
From the available staseis. he chose fact, definition, 
quality, and objection. Ross' use of the stasis of objection 
is notable because he pointedly informed those of his 
audience with Abolitionist leanings that they had no business
Frederick A. Ross, "Sermon Delivered Before the General 
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church, Buffalo, New York," 
Slavery Ordained of God (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 
1857): 12.
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meddling in the affairs of God-fearing southerners. 
Essentially, Ross used the same arguments and said 
approximately the same thing to his audiences containing 
northern Presbyterians that other Presbyterian clergy did to 
their audiences comprised of southerners. Though admittedly 
anecdotal, this very limited evidence suggests that southern 
Presbyterian preachers defending slavery did not alter their 
arguments and strategies when addressing audiences outside 
the South.
Ralph Eubanks describes the oratory of the Old South as 
a "rhetoric of desperation,"3 and the present examination of 
the staseis employed in these sermons adds a new dimension to 
that characterization. For the antebellum South as a whole, 
the label is accurate and appropriate in identifying the 
rhetorical tone of the section as one of dwindling hope—  
isolated and alienated. Oratory was the only weapon left to 
the South short of the battlefield. However, the 
Presbyterian clerical rhetoric of the same time was not 
"desperate" in the same sense. It was desperate in that 
oratory was the only option left to them before war. It was 
defensive, at times aggressive, and had little, if any effect 
in changing the opinions of those in the North. The 
investigation of stasis in their sermons prior to the Civil 
War suggests that the clergy had to turn increasingly to
3Ralph T. Eubanks, "The Rhetoric of the Nullifiers," 
Oratory in the Old South: 1828-1860. ed. Waldo W. Braden
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State U P, 1970) 19-72.
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weaker staseis to support their position. While they 
initially employed the stasis of fact in the 1840's and early 
1850's, they eventually rested their pro-slavery arguments on 
the stasis of quality (circumstances), a weaker point of 
opposition according to classical stasis theory.4 However, 
the content of the oratory of southern Presbyterian clergy 
revealed real confidence and assurance, not only of the 
"rightness" of their position, but also of their ultimate 
vindication. They expressed certainty, based on a literal 
interpretation of the Bible, of God's support and vindication 
of their stance on the issue and institution of slavery. 
With the backing of God, the guidance of Holy Writ, and the 
mandate of providence, southern Presbyterian clergy 
confidently asserted that the South was right, that slavery 
was just, and that their position would ultimately be 
victorious. They seemed to have interpreted their 
responsibility to be proclaiming the "truth" as they believed 
God had shown it to them in the hope that the North would 
ignore the troublesome banter of Abolitionists and eventually 
see the righteousness of their point of view and their 
peculiar institution.
Southern antebellum Presbyterian ministers defended the 
South and its peculiar institution in an attempt to convince 
northerners and confirm to southerners the justness of the
4George Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton U P, 1963) 308.
R eproduced  with perm ission o f the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.
1 9 0
South's culture, values, and way of life. Ultimately, the 
clergy's rhetorical efforts failed to stop the impending 
national fracture and war. But, through their rhetoric they 
sought to ground the southern mind and position upon a divine 
foundation which provided the strength and fervor to defend 
slavery and the South as a "just cause" of God. Confident 
that the South had been entrusted with a divine mission, 
southern Presbyterian preachers proclaimed the justness of 
slavery and were certain that history and eternity would 
vindicate them and the South. Perhaps the eloquent James H. 
Thornwell summarized the clerical position best when he 
declared:
Let right and duty be our watchword, liberty, 
regulated by law, our goal; and, leaning upon the 
arm of everlasting strength, we shall achieve a 
name, whether we succeed or fail, that posterity 
will not willingly let die.5
Implications for Rhetoric
I
The usefulness of stasis theory suggests that the 
methodology would be of value in examining other discourse 
that is deliberative in nature. One specific application of
5 James H. Thornwell, "Our National Sins," The Collected 
Writings of James Henley Thornwell. eds. John B. Adger and 
John L. Girardeau, 4 vols. (Richmond: Presbyterian Committee 
of Publication, 1871-73) 4: 548.
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stasis theory might be the analysis of other pro-slavery 
speeches in the political and sociological arena. This would 
allow the comparison of rhetorical strategies and lines of 
argument across types of discourse which could eventually be 
synthesized into a larger picture of the pro-slavery position 
as possibly a counter-movement. Furthermore, the use of 
stasis theory would aid in investigating the defensive 
rhetoric of other situations and speakers in controversies 
over segregation, such as the resistance of the southern 
Evangelical "white pulpit" to the Civil Rights movement of 
the 1950's and 1960's, and the response of the South African 
"white pulpit" during apartheid rule to national and 
international pressures for integration. An application of 
the four general classical staseis to the analysis of the 
invention employed in the rhetoric of such movements would 
provide a consistent vocabulary that would allow comparisons 
of the rhetoric of these movements across studies.
II
Were the southern Presbyterian clergy controlled by 
their culture or did they attempt to exert control upon their 
culture? The issue does not seem to be one of which 
direction the influence flowed, but rather of adaptation to 
the changing dynamics of the rhetorical situation as it 
existed in the antebellum South. As this study has tried to 
show, southern Presbyterian ministers were shaped by their
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culture. However, at the same time, as spokesmen for their 
society, they attempted to shape and create constraints that 
would influence their audience(s) and the southern "public." 
Of primary significance was their ability to convert into 
rhetorical terms the social and political arguments in 
defense of slavery fashioned out of the religious ideological 
themes of "scriptural literalism," "providence of God," 
"blessings of God," and "paternal care." By answering the 
attacks on slavery in religious terms, they were able to 
evoke a sense of divine mandate, divine purpose, divine 
approval, and divine responsibility for the southern 
institution of slavery.
Ill
As stated in chapter one, many of the same arguments 
used in defense of slavery during the antebellum years 
resurfaced following the Civil War to justify segregation and 
during the 1950's to resist integration. The recurrence of 
the arguments suggests they possess a life of their own, 
independent of the cause in whose defense they were used. 
One explanation for their resurrection in defense of 
segregation might be that, at their roots, the arguments are 
concerned at least as much with race as with the specific 
institution of slavery. It is the issue of race that 
connects both slavery and integration. Another possible 
reason for the persistence of these ideas might be the major
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emphasis upon and use of the stasis of quality in defending 
slavery prior to the Civil War. Use of the stasis of quality 
focused the arguments upon the circumstances surrounding the 
institution of slavery, rather than on the institution of 
slavery itself. Thus, the arguments resurfaced and became 
viable again whenever there were similar circumstances 
surrounding the issue of race. Though neither the 
justification of segregation following the Civil War, nor the 
resistance to integration during the 1950's led to another 
war, in both cases ideas and arguments arose that were 
similar to the earlier defense of slavery. The pro-slavery 
Presbyterian clergy of the antebellum South helped establish 
an enduring way of defending the southern viewpoint on the 
issue of race.
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